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Preface 


Russian expansion has been a subject of deep concern to European 
and Asian states ever since Peter the Great established his country as 
a major power. This process of expansion transformed the map of two 
continents and sparked a host of sometimes violent rivalries from 
Peter the Great’s first war with the Ottoman Empire (1695-1700) to 
the American ‘‘containment” policy of the mid-twentieth century. 
One of the areas in which Russian penetration has been particularly 
significant is Iran. For nearly two centuries, relations between these 
two countries have been characterized by mistrust, recrimination, 
and, occasionally, armed conflict. To Russian expansionists, this con- 
frontation represented the honorable pursuit of national interests 
with regard to defense, commerce, and the advance of civilization in 
the face of opposition by a backward state oblivious to the common 
good. It also marked the opening of a new stage in the development 
of the Russian Empire. To the traditional pattern of annexation of 
contiguous territories was added the conquest of a remote, relatively 
populous, settled area analogous to western Europe’s overseas colo- 
nies in Latin America and India. To many Iranians, the growth of 
Russian power at Iranian expense was gravely unsettling. They felt 
the humiliation of defeat in war and the loss of valued territory. This 
in turn compounded the country’s serious economic problems which 
made its government vulnerable to pressure from Russia and Britain. 
All of this damaged the prestige of the Qajar dynasty (1796-1925), 
while causing some of its subjects to consider the desirability of 
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borrowing from the West first in military and later in other matters. 
This era marked the beginning of a prolonged crisis in Iranian society 
that was characterized by discontent over foreign encroachments on 
national sovereignty and uneasy concern over the conflicting pressures 
of tradition and foreign-inspired change. Despite various efforts to 
deal with these problems, they have continued to exist down to the 
present day, as demonstrated in the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979. 

The people living in the disputed territory found themselves caught 
in the center of the struggle. They were brought, sometimes willingly, 
sometimes not, into the Russian Empire. That resulted in marked 
changes not only in local political systems but also in economic and 
social structures. Some outside observers, especially among the 
British, fit decades of Russian involvement in Iran into a pattern that 
added up to a drive toward India. 

All these developments were rooted in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, from the 1780s, when Catherine the Great 
became seriously interested in having an influence in Iranian and 
Georgian affairs, to 1828, when the end of the Second Russo-Iranian 
War brought Russia the territorial, commercial, and political conces- 
sions it had sought for so long from Iran. For all the importance of 
this critical period, it has received comparatively little scholarly 
attention. 

Quite a few books and articles dealing with various aspects of Rus- 
slan expansion in this quarter were written during the tsarist era and 
by twentieth-century emigrés. However, the authors shared the views 
of the men who had shaped official policy. In fact, the two groups 
often overlapped. One of the most important studies of Russian im- 
perial history, Boris Nolde’s La Formation de l’Empire Russe,' was 
unfinished at the author’s death and, therefore, covered nothing later 
than Tsar Paul’s decision in 1800 to annex Georgia. There are a num- 
ber of Soviet treatments of various aspects of this subject that are 
sometimes informative about certain particulars, but overall they 
suffer from biases that closely resemble those of the tsarist expansion- 
ist school. The ambivalence of Russian authors treating this subject 
is reflected in the comments of V. P. Lystsov in his study of Peter 
the Great’s Iranian campaign during the 1720s. Lystsov explained 
that, even though Russian expansion led to the colonial enslavement 
of non-Russians, the harmful consequences of expansion were out- 
weighed by the benefits—the Russian conquest of the Caucasian 
borderlands freed the inhabitants of the area from oppression by the 
Iranian and the Ottoman governments, and the natural resources of 
the area encouraged Russian industrialization.? Modern Iranian views 
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on this unfortunate era of the country’s history are presented in a 
few works, which still leave room for further discussion. Jamil 
Qozanlu has written two short narratives of the First and Second 
Russo-Iranian Wars.? There is also a more complex study of Iranian 
relations with Britain by Mahmud-e Mahmud, who makes extensive 
use of British publications, especially those of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centures; however, he does not share those 
authors’ views.* The last book in English on Russian expansion in 
the Caucasus was John Baddeley’s The Russian Conquest of the 
Caucasus, which was published in 1908. The author was primarily 
interested in affairs of the high Caucasus and treated the struggle for 
the Iranian and Ottoman borderlands in a few opening chapters. In 
any event, he shared many of the biases of the Russian empire 
builders. More recently there has been important work done on related 
issues such as developments in Georgia and Armenia about the time 
of the Russian takeover and Russian expansion (considered in a 
somewhat broader framework).° Yet there has not been a study of 
some critical issues of the formative period of Russo-Iranian relations: 
the motives for and methods of Russian expansion in the eastern 
Caucasus and the responses of the Iranian government and the inhabi- 
tants of the disputed territories. 

In referring to the disputed border zone, I have used the term 
eastern Caucasus rather than the Russian name Transcaucasia or the 
Iranian names Azerbaijan and Daghestan. Eastern Caucasus is a politi- 
cally neutral term describing the location of the kingdom of K’art’lo- 
Kakheti, known as Georgia, and the Muslim-ruled khanates that had 
been part of Iran and became part of Russia. In contrast, Transcau- 
casia reflects a Russian perspective, while the Iranian names, apart 
from presuming that country’s hegemony over the region at a time 
when that was hotly contested, are subject to confusingly different 
interpretations. In Safavi times, Azerbaijan was applied to all the 
Muslim-ruled khanates of the eastern Caucasus as well as to the area 
south of the Aras River as far as the Qezel Uzan River, the latter 
region being approximately the same as the modern Iranian ostans of 
East and West Azerbaijan. It seemed clearer to me to use Azerbaijan 
only for the southern part of the province that has remained under 
Iranian control. The term Daghestan was used occasionally by the 
Iranians and frequently by the Russians to refer to the territories on 
the northeastern slopes of the Caucasus, including Derbent and 
Qobbeh. (The Russians also applied it to Baku, Shirvan, and Shakki 
on the southeastern side of the high Caucasus.) The problem with 
this term is that it does not distinguish the khanates—which, despite 
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the large number of their tribal inhabitants, had long traditions of 
sedentary urban culture and links to Iran—from the Avars, Lesghis, 
Qumugs, and other tribes of the high Caucasus, whose traditions 
were markedly different. Moreover, these tribes were brought into 
the Russian Empire through a much longer process than the khanates 
were. 

For other geographical names, I have used the anglicized form 
when one exists, such as Iran instead of Iran, and the more accurate 
anglicization where possible, as, for example, Tehran rather than 
Teheran. Some anglicized forms are far more cumbersome than a 
direct transliteration. Thus, the standard Gandzha is an anglicization 
of a russianization of an Iranian place name that may be more simply 
transliterated as Ganjeh. Some Caucasian places have names that take 
different forms in Persian, Russian, Georgian, and Armenian. The 
choice of form may imply a political judgment. The capital of Georgia 
is now officially known by the Georgian form of its name, Tbilisi, 
although the Iranians called it Teflis and the Russians, Tiflis. Similar- 
ly, the capital of Soviet Armenia is known in Armenian as Yerevan; 
as a part of the tsarist empire, it was called Erivan;and to the Iranians, 
who sometimes governed it, it was Iravan. In the case of both cities, 
I chose to use the version of the name used in the native languages. 
I have also used anglicized equivalents for nongeographical terms, 
such as bazaar and shah (rather than bazar and shah), except when a 
title is quoted as part of a person’s name, as in the case of Fath 
“Ali Shah. In transliterating unfamiliar Persian words (and loanwords), 
I have tried to indicate the way they are pronounced in Persian rather 
than impose the theoretical reconstruction of the pronunciation of 
classical Arabic. 

The different calendars in use in Russia, Iran, and western Europe 
present a possible source of confusion. In the period considered here, 
Russia employed the Julian calendar rather than the Gregorian calen- 
dar used in western Europe. For clarity, I have given dates according 
to the Gregorian calendar in the text. In the footnotes, all dates are 
given as they appear on the documents. During the eighteenth cen- 
tury, the Julian calendar lagged behind the Gregorian by eleven 
days, and, in the nineteenth century, by twelve. In the same era, Iran 
used the Arabic lunar calendar of 354 days reckoned from the date 
of Mohammed’s departure from Mecca for Medina in A. D. 622. 
Any dates given according to this calendar are accompanied by their 
equivalents according to the Gregorian calendar. 
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Introduction: 
The Early Stages 
of Russo-Iranian Relations 


Commercial and diplomatic contact between Iran and modern Russia 
developed gradually from the second half of the fifteenth century, 
paralleling the reemergence of a Russian state under Muscovite hege- 
mony. The first major increase in trade occurred during the sixteenth 
century, following Ivan the Terrible’s conquest of Tatar-ruled Kazan 
(1552) and Astrakhan (1556), which opened the Volga-Caspian route 
between Muscovy and Iran. From that time until the latter half of 
the seventeenth century, Muscovy was a commercial magnet for West- 
ern merchants seeking Russian products (especially lumber, flax, and 
furs) and luxuries from Iran (notably silk and Indian goods available 
in Iranian markets), These luxury goods were also much sought after 
by the Muscovite elite. Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich (who ruled from 
1645 to 1676) was particularly fond of Iranian rugs, jewels, and silks, 
as were many members of his court. The period of growing commer- 
cial relations also saw the first diplomatic contacts, the most impor- 
tant of which were the requests of several Georgian princes that Mus- 
covy protect them from the Iranians and Ottomans, who competed 
for suzerainty over the Caucasus. 

Whatever the potential for increased Russo-Iranian contacts, Russia 
was unable to turn the situation to greater advantage until it had 
strengthened its own domestic and international situation. Before the 
eighteenth century, Moscow of necessity had been preoccupied by 
other concerns: the period of upheaval known as the Time of Trou- 
bles in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries; the schism 
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of the Church in the second half of the seventeenth century; and the 
rebellion of Sten’ka Razin (1670-1671), which centered on the Volga 
region and severed communications between Muscovy and Iran. There 
were also recurring wars with Poland, Sweden, and the Ottoman Em- 
pire. Trade with Iran was also imperiled by marauding raiders along 
the lower Volga and in the Caucasus, as well as by the irregular exac- 
tions of Iranian officials. Despite numerous obstacles, Russo-Iranian 
trade, especially in silk, continued into the eighteenth century, al- 
though its international significance decreased after several Western 
nations established direct contact with the markets of India. 

Peter the Great, having established Russia as one of the major pow- 
ers of Europe, turned his attention to Iran, In 1717, as the Great 
Northern War neared its end, he sent Artemii Volynskii on a mission 
to Shah Soltan Hosein, the last member of the Safavi dynasty to rule 
all of Iran. Volynskii was to explore the possibilities for increased 
trade with Iran and India and for military cooperation with Iran and 
Georgia against the Ottoman Empire. As a result of the treaty nego- 
tiated by Volynskii, Russia sent consuls to Esfahan (the capital), 
Shirvan (in the eastern Caucasus), and the Caspian coastal province 
of Gilan. Peter hoped the Gilani establishment would be the start of 
a Russian colony that would stretch along the coast from Derbent in 
the west to Astarabad in the southeast and could rival the Western 
establishments in India. As the Iranian government weakened rapidly 
over the next few years, Peter became determined to intervene with 
or without the shah’s consent in order to prevent Ottoman expansion 
to the shores of the Caspian. 

The formal justification for Peter’s Iranian campaign was an attack 
made in 1721 by several tribes of the eastern high Caucasus (Daghes- 
tan) on Shirvan. Some Russian merchants who traded in the provin- 
cial capital, Shemakhi, were killed and perhaps half a million rubles’ 
worth of their property was seized. (Iranian officials and other Shia 
Muslims in the city fared still worse. Between 4,000 and 5,000 of them 
were massacred by the Sunni mountaineers in reprisal for Iran’s anti- 
Sunni policies.) As Peter gathered his forces for the coming campaign, 
the Iranian government entered the final stages of collapse. In Octo- 
ber 1722, Shah Soltan Hosein was overthrown by the Afghan tribal 
leader Mahmud Ghalzai, who had besieged Esfahan for eight months. 

Two months before the fall of Esfahan, Peter led more than 
100,000 Russian soldiers to the Caspian coast near the northeastern 
end of the Caucasus. The expedition’s most significant achievement 
was the capture of the city of Derbent in September. This marked 
the end of the first stage of the Russian campaign. Peter still wanted 
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to acquire more territory along the coast and march inland into north- 
western Iran to join forces with a Georgian-Armenian army. How- 
ever, a critical shortage of supplies, widespread illness (which account- 
ed for most of the campaign’s 33,000 deaths), and the desire to avoid 
a direct confrontation with the Ottomans (who were also moving 
into Iranian territory) persuaded him to reduce the scale of his opera- 
tions. Two weeks after the surrender of Derbent, he returned to Rus- 
sia, leaving behind only a small garrison. Although the Russian army 
took the port city of Baku and part of Gilan in the next few months, 
Peter himself never returned to the area. 

The final stage of Peter’s involvement in Iran was the dismember- 
ment of the Safavi empire by two treaties, one with the Ottomans, 
the other with Shah Tahmasb II, a son of the late shah. By the Russo- 
Ottoman Treaty of 1724, Peter recognized Ottoman control over 
western Iran exclusive of the Caspian littoral. The Russo-Iranian Treaty 
was invalidated by Tahmasb’s refusal to make the extensive conces- 
sions desired by Peter and agreed to by Tahmasb’s negotiator. This 
fact was conveniently overlooked by the Russian authorities. The 
provisions that so angered Tahmasb called for the cession to Russia 
of the western and southern Caspian coast (over which he had no 
control at the time). There were also provisions for the encourage- 
ment of trade and military cooperation. For its part, Russia did not 
cooperate with Tahmasb against the Afghans but did maintain its 
garrisons in Derbent, Baku, and Gilan. These territorial gains proved 
much less advantageous than the Russians had expected. Silk-rich 
Gilan did not provide the desired revenues because there was consid- 
erable emigration from the Russian-occupied area and much of. the 
province lay outside Russian control. In addition, the occupying 
forces at various points along the coast suffered heavy casualties from 
disease. About 100,000 Russian soldiers died, almost all from dis- 
ease, during the occupation of the coastal provinces. No attempt was 
made to garrison the provinces of Mazandaran and Astarabad, which 
Russia had also claimed. 

After the death of Peter the Great, Russian interest in Iran waned, 
while Tahmasb and his able general, the future Nader Shah, began to 
reconquer the lost provinces. Finally, Tsaritsa Anna agreed in the 
treaties of Rasht (1732) and Ganjeh (1735) to withdraw all Russian 
forces stationed in the former Safavi provinces. Russian interest in 
Iran remained dormant until the reign of Catherine the Great late 
in the eighteenth century. 

There are several points of similarity between Peter’s and Cather- 
ine’s Iranian ambitions. Both rulers justified Russian military inter- 
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vention as vengeance for an unlawful attack on people under their 
protection by a party that was not the rightful government of Iran. 
In Peter’s reign, the casus belli was the attack on Shirvan and second- 
arily the Afghan challenge to Safavi authority. Catherine justified her 
Iranian Campaign as a reprisal for the 1795 attack on Georgia by Aqa 
Mohammad Khan, the founder of the Qajar dynasty. She proclaimed 
to all the people of the region that her intention was not only to safe- 
guard the Georgians (who had been under Russian protection, at 
least theoretically, since 1783) but also to protect all Iranian subjects, 
including Muslims, from the tyrannical rule of the usurper Aga Mo- 
hammad Khan.! 

Another common attribute of Russian policy toward Iran at the 
beginning and the end of the eighteenth century was the special inter- 
est in Armenians and Georgians. Peter and Catherine both toyed with 
the notion of liberating the Caucasian Christians from Muslim rule, 
an idea strenuously encouraged by the two Christian communities, 
which urged the Russians to send troops not only to take them under 
protection but also to conquer the central provinces of Iran. The 
Caucasian Christians promised military cooperation as well. In the 
1720s, they gathered troops to join with Peter’s army. However, he 
failed to take advantage of the opportunity. By the 1790s, neither 
the Georgians nor the Armenians were able to organize substantial 
military forces of their own. Nonetheless, spokesmen for both groups 
continued to promise cooperation with Russian troops should any be 
sent to the region. Peter and Catherine were also interested in the Ar- 
menians and Georgians as valuable commercial intermediaries in trade 
with Asia. A consistent trait of eighteenth century Russian policy 
toward these groups was the acceptance of their declarations of sup- 
port unmatched by effective Russian protection. In Peter’s campaign, 
King Vakhtang of Georgia was hopelessly compromised by his pre- 
parations to join forces with the Russians and as a result was forced 
into exile for the rest of his life. The Armenians who had cooperated 
with him took shelter in inaccessible mountain reaches, During Cath- 
erine’s reign, the Georgians complained repeatedly of the inadequacy 
of Russian protection that had been guaranteed them by treaty, es- 
pecially when nothing was done to prevent the sack of their capital, 
Tbilisi, in 1795. 

Despite the immense prestige that eventually accrued to Peter’s 
activities and the general similarities between Russia’s Iranian interests 
at the beginning and the end of the century, Catherine’s policy owed 
very little to Peter’s influence. The real beginning of Russia’s modern 
interest in Iran occurred in Catherine’s reign. She occasionally referred 
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to Peter’s activities and his treaty with Tahmasb but only as secondary 
arguments. Her campaign in the eastern Caucasus was not designed 
as an imitation of Peter’s. Instead, she formed her Iranian policy on 
the basis of her analysis of conditions that existed in her own time. 
Peter’s example served to legitimize a policy already formulated. For 
example, in her 1796 manifesto to the Iranian and Caucasian peoples 
announcing the war against Aqa Mohammad Khan, she cited the 
Petrine precedent but placed far greater emphasis on more recent 
events, especially Russia’s obligation to protect Georgia and the evils 
of Aqa Mohammad’s brutal misrule. Therefore, she argued, Russia 
had a duty to destroy the tyrant and establish justice in the afflicted 
territories.* Catherine’s references to Peter’s achievements studiously 
avoided any mention of his treaty with the Porte, according to which 
the latter was recognized as overlord of Georgia and most of the other 
territories Russia then claimed. Anna’s two treaties were also conve- 
niently forgotten until Alexander’s war with Iran, at which time the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs argued that the concessions were made 
only because Nader Shah had temporarily reestablished law and order, 
which, by implication, subsequent Iranian pretenders had failed to 
do. In any event, Russia argued that it was not bound by the treaties 
since Iran had failed to live up to certain provisions.? 

Peter’s activities on the Caspian coast influenced later generations 
by raising the possibility of using Iranian territory as a base for ex- 
panded trade with Asia. For half a century, the idea lay dormant 
while his successors gave their attention to other matters. Catherine 
the Great, who was as vigorous an advocate of Russian expansion as 
Peter had been, also developed an interest in that quarter. In so doing, 
she responded far more to contemporary attitudes about imperial 
greatness and to political turbulence in Iran than to her predecessor’s 
accomplishments. The one precedent that seems to have influenced 
her greatly was the apparent similarity between Iran’s political frag- 
mentation at the beginning and end of the century and, therefore, 
the likelihood of easy Russian success against a weak opponent. How- 
ever, the similarity proved deceptive, and the obstacles to duplicating 
Peter’s achievements were many. 


il 


The Iranian Empire 

and the Caucasian Borderlands 
at the End 

of the Eighteenth Century 


The most salient feature of late eighteenth century Iran was its dis- 
unity. No shah ruled unchallenged over all the provinces that had 
comprised the Safavi domains. After the fall of Esfahan, the Af- 
ghans controlled most of the south, center, and east; the Ottomans, 
the west; and the Russians, part of the Caspian coast. At the same 
time, Turcoman raids from across the northeastern frontier contri- 
buted to the breakdown of order in the eastern and central provin- 
ces. Tahmasb, who had fled north from the capital, proclaimed him- 
self shah and attempted to rebuild the empire. He was abetted in 
this by the Afshar tribal chieftain Tahmasb Qoli Khan. In 1732, once 
most of Iran was reunited under Tahmasb’s suzerainty, Tahmasb 
Qoli deposed the shah and ruled under the guise of regent for the 
shah’s infant son. Four years later, he seized the throne outright 
and proclaimed himself Nader Shah, first ruler of the Afshar dynasty. 
His reign was dominated by warfare: conquests, as in the northwest, 
where he forced the eastern Caucasus into submission; raids, notably 
on India and Central Asia; and the suppression of domestic opposi- 
tion. With his assassination in 1747, central authority collapsed. 

For the next half century, the provinces that had comprised the 
Safavi empire were governed by a variety of local rulers, some of 
whom used puppet Safavi princes to legitimize their authority, 
though without seriously intending to restore the fallen dynasty. 
The most successful of these local rulers was Karim Khan, leader of 
the Zand tribe, whose power was based on the southern province of 
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Fars. He gained control of most of the Iranian plateau (except for 
Khorasan, which was controlled by Nader’s grandson), the southern 
coast of the Caspian, and southern Azerbaijan. His reign was charac- 
terized as much by constructive domestic policies as by the quest 
for power, but, when he died in 1779, the political turmoil resumed 
with such vigor as to eclipse all other issues. Several Zands fought 
among themselves, while Afshars controlled parts of Khorasan, 
Mazandaran, and Azerbaijan. The Afghans also played a role in Kho- 
rasani affairs. The individual who emerged victorious from this 
struggle was Aqa Mohammad, who belonged to a faction of the 
Qajar tribe that had unsuccessfully opposed the extension of Karim’s 
authority to the southeastern coast of the Caspian. 

The Qajars were Turcomans who had come west with the Mongol 
armies from Central Asia and settled in Syria and Anatolia. They 
moved eastward to Iranian territory during Tamerlane’s reign and 
later joined the Qizilbash confederation of tribes, which was the 
mainstay of early Safavi military strength. By Safavi times, the 
Qajars had split into several factions. One, the Ziadoghlu (Ziadlu), 
controlled the east Caucasian principalities of Ganjeh and Yerevan 
(Iravan, Erivan). Two other factions, the often hostile Qoyunlu 
(Qavanlu) and the Davalu (Devehlu), settled in various parts of north- 
eastern Iran. Aqa Mohammad’s father, Mohammad Hasan, was chief 
of the Qoyunlu faction. His rise to power in the northeast paralleled 
Karim’s in the south, but he was defeated and killed in the eventual 
confrontation with the Zands, in part because of opposition from 
the Davalu branch. Later clashes between the Zands and both the 
Qajar factions ended in the defeat of the latter and the execution of 
several Qajar leaders. 

Aqa Mohammad’s youth was marred by the turbulence of the era. 
As a child, he had been captured and castrated by an Afshar pretender 
who briefly controlled Mazandaran. Aqa Mohammad later returned 
to his father’s camp but had to flee after his father’s death. Eventual- 
ly, he was made a prisoner at Karim’s court, where he remained for 
nearly twenty years. Here his circumstances improved. Though nomi- 
nally a hostage, he in fact enjoyed Karim’s favor and was frequently 
employed by the khan as an adviser. This situation gave the astute 
Qajar a valuable political education. In the disorders that followed 
Karim’s death, Aqa Mohammad returned to Mazandaran to build up 
his own power, while the Zands weakened each other through inter- 
necine warfare, The contest dragged on as Aqa Mohammad extended 
his authority in the northern and central provinces without being 
able to crush Zand opposition. During the early 1790s, a pattern be- 
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gan to emerge as Aga Mohammad steadily whittled away at the do- 
mains of the last important Zand, Lotf ‘Ali, Karim’s grandnephew. 
Finally, in 1794, Lotf ‘Ali’s last stronghold, Kerman, fell to Aqa Mo- 
hammad, who punished the city dwellers for their support of his rival 
by killing, blinding, or enslaving thousands of their number. Lotf ‘Ali 
was captured and killed soon after. Aqa Mohammad was then master 
of most of Iran. He chose Tehran as his capital because, among other 
reasons, it was well situated as a center for operations against the two 
most important areas that remained outside his control—Khorasan 
and the eastern Caucasus. He attempted but failed to subjugate these 
areas in the last three years of his life. In Khorasan the separatist 
forces were on the wane, but in the Caucasus he was opposed by local 
rulers who wanted to preserve their independence and by Russia, 
which had its own imperial designs on the region. His campaign there 
in 1795 marked the beginning of a generation of fierce competition 
for hegemony. 

The disputed borderlands extended from Georgia and Yerevan east 
to the Caspian Sea and from the southern slopes of the Caucasus to 
the Aras (Araxes) and Kura rivers, although along the coast the zone 
exceeded these limits in both directions, from Derbent in the north 
to Talesh in the south. The region could be subdivided into three 
broad zones: Georgia, Iranian Armenia (Ganjeh, Qarabagh, Yerevan, 
and Nakhjavan), and the Shirvani successor states (Shirvan, Shakki, 
Derbent-Qobbeh, and Baku). The small principality of Talesh on the 
Caspian coast belongs in a category by itself. 

Georgia had been at the apogee of its power in the late twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries, but its fortunes declined after that period. 
In the fifteenth century, it broke apart. The western principalities 
soon came under Ottoman suzerainty, but the eastern ones were the 
object of a prolonged power struggle. The eastern area was subject to 
Iran for the last century of Safavi rule. As the province of Gorjestan 
(Georgia), it was ruled by its own kings of the ancient Bagration dy- 
nasty, who were simultaneously members of the Safavi administra- 
tion as valis (governor-generals). The second quarter of the eighteenth 
century saw Georgia under Ottoman and then Iranian control once 
more, but for the rest of the century neither could enforce its claim. 
King Erekle (who ruled from 1762 until 1798) profited from the 
power vacuum and dominated the affairs of several neighboring prin- 
cipalities. At the height of Erekle’s power, Georgia’s position was still 
far from secure, being weakened intemally by rivalries within the 
royal family and threatened from without by raids from tribes of the 
high Caucasus as well as the possibility of reconquest by the Ottomans 
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or Iranians. Even before the rapid worsening of its fortunes in the 
last years of the century, Georgia was not strong economically and 
was thinly populated by perhaps 60,000 families.! 

The rest of the east Caucasian principalities were under Muslim 
rule and occupied a larger area with a larger total population than 
Georgia, The population of the Muslim-ruled area may have been in 
the vicinity of 80,000 families representing diverse ethnic and reli- 
gious groups. Yerevan was the most populous, with well in excess of 
100,000 Muslim and Armenian inhabitants, while Baku and Talesh 
were the least populous. Baku’s small population was related in part 
to the khanate’s small geographic size—it was virtually a city-state— 
and Talesh was a remote area with few attractions.” The largest 
group of east Caucasians were Muslims belonging to Turcoman tribes, 
but this was not a homogeneous group. Some were semi-nomadic and 
in some cases migrated across borders, like the tribes living in the 
southern border districts of Georgia, who regularly crossed into Yere- 
van and Ganjeh, or the larger Shahsavan tribe, who made camp at 
times south of the Aras and Kura rivers, at times north. Other tribes 
included sedentary farmers and town dwellers as well as nomads (as 
was the case with the Javanshirs of Qarabagh). Shirvan and the four 
khanates of Iranian Armenia were controlled by Turcoman tribes 
(the Ziadoghlu Qajars in Yerevan and Ganjeh, the Kangerlus in Nakh- 
javan, and the Khan Chopan in Shirvan), while elsewhere, including 
Qobbeh and southem Georgia, Turcomans were a subject minority. 
Several non-Turcoman tribes also played an important role in Cauca- 
sian affairs. There were Kurds living in various places along the Aras, 
including Yerevan and Qarabagh, where they were valuable allies of 
the ruling Javanshirs. Tribes from the high mountains had also moved 
into the adjoining khanates. Some of the Lesghis (Lakz), who were 
feared for their frequent and often devastating plunder raids, lived as 
nomadic pastoralists in the higher reaches of several khanates. Qobbeh 
and Derbent were governed by a branch of the Qaitagqs, relatives of 
the Avars, who moved in from the high mountains in the eighteenth 
century and another Avar group dominated Shakki. In addition, 
there were sedentary Persian speakers in several areas, particularly 
Yerevan and Baku. 

The nomadic tribes were neither aloof from nor wholly a part of 
affairs of the khanates in which they lived. Tribes that controlled the 
government of a khanate enjoyed special privileges, but other tribes 
paid taxes comparable to those imposed on the sedentary population. 
Since the nomads engaged in animal husbandry on a large scale and 
in certain other lucrative activities (such as sericulture in Shirvan), 
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the khans would have deprived themselves of an important source of 
revenue had they not taxed the tribes. Furthermore, tribal cavalry 
provided the backbone of most of the khans’ armies. The tribes’ mili- 
tary skills and habitual mobility were a volatile factor in the struggle 
for domination of the eastern Caucasus. 

There were also non-Muslims living in all parts of the region, except 
Talesh. Ganjeh had a Georgian minority. Armenians constituted about 
a fifth of Yerevan’s population and their coreligionists were to be 
found throughout the eastern Caucasus. All the Shirvani successor 
states (except Shakki) had Jewish communities as well. Armenians 
and, to a lesser extent, Jews played a central role in the economic life 
of all the khanates as farmers and artisans and, above all, as merchants. 
In every major commercial center, including Baku (the most impor- 
tant), Armenians dominated trade. Baku’s commercial significance 
made it an especially cosmopolitan place, with inhabitants from 
many parts of the Caucasus as well as from Iran and India. 

Given the religious diversity of the region, sectarian differences 
were always a potential source of friction. The Muslim population 
was divided between the Sunni and Shia, sects, but this division did 
not correspond to ethnic or political divisions. Most of the Turco- 
mans and Kurds were Shii, although the ruling Khan Chopans of 
Shirvan and some of the smaller nomadic tribes of Iranian Armenia 
were Sunni. The tribes that had their origins in the high Caucasus 
were mostly Sunni. One notable exception in this case was the Qaitaqs 
of Derbent-Qobbeh who became Shii in order to obtain the endorse- 
ment of the Safavis. All of the principalities, except Shirvan and 
Shakki, were ruled by Shii khans, but all of the subject populations in- 
cluded members of both sects. There was no recurrence of the bitter 
religious wars that had gripped Shirvan and Shakki in the first half of 
the century, but Sunni-Shia relations continued to be sensitive. The 
Shu khans of Derbent-Qobbeh made a special point of trying to concili- 
ate the Sunni majority. In the nineteenth century, conflict between 
the two groups would greatly hamper the Russian takeover of Shakki. 

Non-Muslims lived under certain disadvantages, notably a higher 
rate of taxation, but they do not seem to have been actively perse- 
cuted. In the countryside, Christians and Jews lived in their own 
villages and enjoyed certain advantages, especially the local govern- 
ance of their coreligionists. Some of the Armenian village chiefs were 
extremely powerful and had an influential voice in a khanate’s affairs, 
for example, in Qarabagh, where they supported the establishment 
of the Javanshirs as khans. The Christians and Jews, as “people of 
The Book,” were able to maintain their houses of worship, obtain 
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religious literature, and employ the clergy of their faith for their 
congregations. The capital of Armenian Christiandom was Echmiadzin 
(Uch Kelisia) in Yerevan, where the Catholicos resided. There were 
reports from Christian sources of the persecution of Qarabaghi Arme- 
nians in reaction to King Erekle’s alliance with Russia in 1783, but 
the issue in this case was political, not religious, since the Qarabaghi 
Armenians had asked Russia to take them under its protection and 
overthrow the ruler.? 

Political and military leadership in each principality was in the 
hands of a khan. (The title conveys a variety of meanings, including 
tribal chieftain, military commander, and notable.) The khans’ powers 
were extremely broad, including final judgment in all matters subject 
to secular common law (‘urf) and the authority to decide the life or 
death of the accused. Yet there were also certain constraints on their 
authority. In some khanates, they were expected to consult with a 
council of notables before deciding matters of political and military 
import or judging criminal cases. Moreover, when a khan violated 
traditional norms, he might be exposed to the wrath of his subjects. 
In the eighteenth century, there were successful uprisings against 
harsh or otherwise unpopular rulers in Shirvan, Shakki, and Ganjeh. 

A khan was not only the ruler of his territory, he was to a consi- 
derable extent its owner. Inhabitants engaged in farming or animal 
husbandry paid the khan a fraction of their harvests or flocks as rent 
for the use of the land. Hunting, fishing, and the exploitation of 
mineral resources were farmed out as concessions that often proved 
valuable sources of the khan’s revenue. Commercial activities, such 
as the export of a valuable commodity and the ownership of shops, 
also belonged to the khan. He also levied taxes such as import and 
export duties, a sales tax on most domestic staples, and the head tax 
on adult males. In keeping with Islamic tradition, Christians and 
Jews paid a higher tax, about double what the Muslims paid. There 
were also unofficial sources of revenue, including widespread gift 
giving by people seeking a khan’s favor. 

In theory the office of khan was inherited through the male line 
in each principality, but political rivalries and chance occurrences 
disrupted the succession in most khanates. Although there was a 
preference for succession by the eldest son, the issue was more often 
resolved on the basis of who was sufficiently strong and experienced 
to take and hold power. Power struggles among members of the ruling 
families led to bitter feuds in Baku, Shirvan, Shakki, and Qarabagh, 
while rivalries with neighbors led to the deposition and murder of 
khans of Shirvan and Ganjeh. 


14 ~—‘ Iranian Empire and Caucasian Borderlands 


There is little information about the khans’ conceptions of their 
office—whether, like the ideal of the Islamic ruler, they aspired to 
promote justice and prosperity or whether they viewed their territories 
as sources of private wealth and bases for further conquests. In the 
second half of the eighteenth century, their energies were devoted, 
either by choice or necessity, to struggles with domestic and external 
rivals. Many khans came to power by force; those who were strong 
enough tried to expand their domains by conquest. Furthermore, 
most khans were tribal chiefs whose first loyalties were to their tribes 
not to the khanates. Given the disruptive effect of the wars, epidem- 
ics, and famines that wracked the Caucasus during this era, it would 
have been very difficult for a khan to afford to play the public bene- 
factor had he been inclined to do so. 

Below the khans were the notables (begs), a term applied to a 
khan’s brothers or sons as well as to administrative officials. When a 
khan was strong enough to enforce his will, the begs were expected 
to serve him in whatever capacity, civil or military, he required. They 
were often employed as governors of districts of all sizes. Some of 
the begs could be powerful figures whose authority within a district 
was similar to a khan’s. In return for his service, abeg enjoyed certain 
benefits and privileges. His khan paid him either a direct cash salary, 
a portion of the harvest, a grant of income from land, or outright 
land ownership. The begs were also exempt from most taxes, includ- 
ing the head and land taxes (on land they owned) and levies on vari- 
ous commercial activities. The rest of the public offices in the khan- 
ates were staffed by scribe-bureaucrats, village headmen, the head- 
men’s subordinates, (who were in charge of a quarter), and tax farmers. 
Khans also had a variety of courtiers and servitors as well as guard 
corps that were separate from the army. Begs had their own retainers 
who, in addition to serving their master, also served in the khan’s 
army. Many members of these groups as well as others, such as pros- 
perous peasants, enjoyed tax-exempt status. This exemption was given 
on a hereditary basis to people who served the khan, including tribes 
that fought in the khan’s army, and also to people who had no role 
in government but paid the khan to make them exempt. 

Muslim holy men—experts on religious law, teachers, and descen- 
dants of Mohammad—also enjoyed special status. They were exempt 
not only from taxes but also from government service, and they re- 
ceived income from grants of revenue from farming villages, caravan- 
serais, and shops (vagf). The mosques of Shusha, the capital of Qara- 
bagh, held particularly large vaqf grants. The religious establishment 
does not seem to have been particularly influential. The only theo- 
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logical college known to have existed in the region was in Derbent. 
Even if it functioned as an instructional center for local Muslims, it 
could not have served adherents of both the Sunni and Shia sects. 
Nor do the local chronicles give any example of religious authorities 
playing a role in the turbulent events of the eighteenth century. On 
one occasion when the dispute between a khan and his subjects was 
largely religious—the oppression of Sunni inhabitants of Shakki by a 
Shii khan who ruled with the support of Nader Shah—it was not the 
religious leaders but the begs and village administrators who rallied 
the opposition and eventually started a rebellion. 

The largest social group in the eastern Caucasus was the peasantry. 
Since the land itself was considered the property of the khans or 
begs, all peasants were tenants. Still, the more numerous category of 
peasants, the ra‘yats, had some property of their own. They usually 
owned their own homes, tools, and animals. In at least one khanate, 
Qarabagh, there was an attempt to bind the ra‘yat to the land. How- 
ever, such a change was virtually unenforceable since depopulation 
produced much vacant farmland and there was always the possibility 
of flight to the forests, mountains, or another khanate. The less ad- 
vantaged peasants, the ranjbars, were bound to the landlords and 
could be moved from village to village. They owed the same rents 
and corvée services as the ra‘yats and in addition had to work the 
landlord’s demesne, the entire product of which belonged to the 
landlord. 

Slavery also existed in east Caucasian society. The leading slave 
raiders in the late eighteenth century were the Lesghis and other 
tribes of Daghestan. Georgian women in particular were highly 
sought after as slavewives. Three late-eighteenth-century khans 
married Georgian slaves, and one of the most persistent foes of Rus- 
sian expansion in the Caucasus, Sheikh ‘Ali Khan of Derbent-Qobbeh, 
was the son of an Armenian slavewife. Although boys were also en- 
slaved, there is no indication that they were used to fill administra- 
tive posts or serve in the army as they were in other parts of the Is- 
lamic world. 

Although some of the principalities of this region were stronger 
and more prosperous than their neighbors, the overall impression 
produced by this region in the late eighteenth century was one of 
decay. Qobbeh and Yerevan were the most prosperous khanates in 
the region. By the 1790s, Shirvan had made a surprising recovery 
from decades of external and internal warfare. The other economic 
leader was Baku, but it had to spend a large proportion of its consi- 
derable wealth to import food and pay “‘protection money” to power- 
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ful neighbors. At the low end of the economic spectrum were Nakh- 
javan and Talesh. Cities were poorly maintained, and their reduced 
populations lived surrounded by the ruins of unoccupied buildings. 
In many rural areas, arable land lay fallow for want of peasants to 
work it. There was a special irony in this unimpressive economic pic- 
ture because Russia was attracted to the region largely on the basis 
of its economic assets. Agriculture and animal husbandry were the 
dominant economic activities of the eastern Caucasus. The most wide- 
ly grown crops were cereals; in most areas, these were produced in 
subsistence quantities, but Qarabagh and Qobbeh were the breadbas- 
kets of the region. In contrast, Nakhjavan and Baku were especially 
weak agriculturally. Baku at least produced modest quantities of the 
valuable saffron and, more important, could compensate with non- 
agricultural resources, but Nakhjavan had not recovered from devas- 
tation caused by the Safavi-Ottoman border wars. The area northeast 
of the Kura produced fruits and vegetable dyes, while Yerevan pro- 
duced cotton and tobacco for export. Sheep and goats made up most 
of the herds, but cattle, buffalo, and horses were also raised. Shirvan 
derived considerable profits from locally grown silk, which the inhab- 
itants made into carpets and fabrics. These manufactures were export- 
ed to Russia and throughout western Asia, although the prevailing 
opinion was that the silk itself was decidedly inferior to that pro- 
duced in Gilan. Furthermore, during the 1760s political upheavals 
and an outbreak of plague disrupted the silk industry for a time. 

Several extractive industries along the Caspian coast were among 
the most lucrative economic activities in the whole area. Baku and 
Shirvan were bases of large scale fishing and seal hunting. Baku ob- 
tained enough salt from lakes and mines to meet the needs of most 
of the eastern Caucasus and several Iranian provinces. Above all, Baku 
produced oil, naft. Naft was used not only for heating, lighting, and 
cooking but also for lubricating machines, encouraging silkworms to 
produce cocoons and waterproofing the flat-roofed buildings and as 
medicine for human consumption. About one-third of the annual 
production was used locally; the rest was exported to other parts of 
the Caucasus and especially to Iran. 

Baku’s other great economic strength was its role as the foremost 
commercial center of the eastern Caucasus. The khanate was the 
source of valuable commodities as well as a market for the many ne- 
cessities it could not produce for itself in sufficient amounts. In ad- 
dition, the capital city was located beside the only good harbor on 
the western Caspian coast. Only Baku could offer shelter from most 
of the sea’s winter storms and a deep enough port for boats to be 
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able to dock along the shore. As a result, the city functioned as the 
primary regional trade center for neighboring khanates, Gilan, and 
Astrakhan. Even most of the Russo-Iranian trade went via Baku. No 
other east Caucasian city could compete. Yerevan was a poor second 
to Baku. It was a market for slaves and domestic agricultural pro- 
ducts. The capital of Shirvan had been a serious rival until the early 
eighteenth century, but that was ended by a series of military disas- 
ters: the anti-Shia massacre in 1721, the looting by Nader Shah’s 
army and Avar raiders from the high mountains, and the political 
collapse of the 1770s and 1780s. Two other places Russia believed 
to be important for trade, the city of Derbent and Saleyan (a district 
near the mouth of the Kura), had no harbor facilities at all. In its 
days of greater strength, Derbent had maintained stone jetties to cre- 
ate an artificial harbor, but these had been in ruins since the sixteenth 
century. Derbent conducted a modest level of trade with Russia, but 
Baku was the intermediary in most of this. Astrakhan merchants 
made semiannual fishing trips to the waters around Saleyan. These 
regular visits encouraged the development of an impromptu market 
as nomads who pastured their flocks in the vicinity and inhabitants 
of several khanates came to sell their wares to the Russians and buy 
goods brought from Astrakhan. Yet there were serious obstacles to 
the development of Saleyan as a great market even apart from its 
lack of a proper harbor. There was no town, but there were many 
poisonous snakes and lethal endemic diseases. The Russians discovered 
some of Saleyan’s liabilities when they occupied the area on the or- 
ders of Peter the Great. In a single year, an entire Russian garrison of 
400 men was killed by disease. However, that did not deter Russian 
hopes of developing Saleyan as a great commercial center. 

The eastern Caucasus’ uneven economic picture was matched by 
widespread political turbulence. Many of the ruling dynasties had 
only recently gained power. Every khanate, except the peripheral 
Nakhjavan and Talesh, was the scene of savage domestic power strug- 
gles, attacks from without, or both. The most important principalities 
of earlier times were reduced in size and strength. Shirvan had been 
an independent or at least autonomous principality from the ninth 
century to the sixteenth, when the Safavis made it an integral part of 
their empire. Over the centuries, it lost more than half of its territory. 
Derbent broke away during the Mongol era; the Ottomans severed 
Baku and Shakki during periods in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen- 
turies when they took the region from the Safavis. In the second half 
of the eighteenth century, Shirvan’s political fortune reached its nadir. 
The leader of the Khan Chopan tribe seized power in the early 1760s 
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with Zand support, but later in that decade he was ousted through 
the intervention of Qobbeh and Shakki. For the next twenty years, 
Qobbeh dominated Shirvan, sometimes through direct rule, some- 
times by backing feuding Khan Chopans. During the 1790s, Qobbeh 
weakened and lost control of Shirvan, but the internal warfare persis- 
ted several more years. Not until the middle of the decade did the 
khanate show signs of recovery. 

Baku, Derbent, and Shakki were not strong as independent khan- 
ates. In the mid-eighteenth century, Baku came under the rule of de- 
scendants of the Iranian garrison commander of 1723. There was a 
heated power struggle among members of the ruling family during 
the early 1790s. With the small size of the khanate’s population and 
the cost of the internecine warfare, Baku was at the mercy of its 
neighbors. Qobbeh forced Baku to pay tribute, but by the end of the 
century Baku’s ruler looked for protection from an alternate source, 
at first warily from Shirvan, then more enthusiastically from the re- 
vived Iranian state. Derbent was even weaker. It was ruled by a local 
family for eleven years after the breakup of Nader Shah’s empire and 
conquered by Qobbeh. The ruling dynasty in Shakki seized power 
during the 1740s as the representative of Sunni interests against the 
Shii incumbent. In the middle of the century, the second ruler of the 
line was killed by tribesmen from the high mountains who were in 
league with a rebellious beg. There ensued a bloody war among mem- 
bers of the ruling dynasty that continued until the end of the century. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, Qobbeh was the 
strongest of the Shirvani successor states and a dominant force in the 
region as a whole. Qobbeh’s rise was facilitated not only by the weak- 
ness of potential rivals but also by its strategically advantageous ter- 
rain; its dense forests and numerous swift-flowing streams were valu- 
able defenses against invaders. The Qaitaq khans had survived the 
claims of Peter the Great and Nader Shah by submitting to both, but 
during the 1760s Fath ‘Ali Khan began to subdue his neighbors, forc- 
ing Shakki and Baku into submission and conquering Derbent and 
Shirvan and in the process taking control of Saleyan. Fath ‘Ali went 
on to extend his suzerainty south of the Aras and Kura to Ardabil, 
Talesh, and parts of Gilan. He also struck at the power of his greatest 
rivals, Georgia and Qarabagh, by helping the people of Ganjeh oppose 
those two principalities and by defeating Qarabagh in battle. However, 
he died in 1789, soon after achieving this victory. Qobbeh’s power 
began to decline immediately. A few years later, one of Fath ‘Ali’s 
younger sons, Sheikh ‘Ali, rebuilt much of the khanate’s strength 
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just as Russia and Iran renewed their claims to the eastern Caucasus. 

Developments in Iranian Armenia bore a resemblance to develop- 
ments north of the Kura in that established powers of earlier times 
declined in importance while a former subject became strong. During 
the Safavi era, Iranian Armenia was divided into two administrative 
units, Yerevan (then called Chukur-e Sa‘d) and Ganjeh. Nakhjavan 
was part of the former, Qarabagh of the latter. Shifting fortunes of 
the Iranian Empire as a whole led to the emergence of the two sub- 
ject districts as independent khanates. In the case of Nakhjavan, im- 
portant connections with its former master endured as the khanate 
shared Yerevan’s political stance and looked to it for protection. The 
situation in Qarabagh was strikingly different. The death of Nader 
Shah gave the leader of the locally powerful Javanshir tribe an oppor- 
tunity to seize power. As Zand power weakened after 1779, Javan- 
shir power grew rapidly. The khan, Ebrahim Khalil, improved his 
position by making an alliance with King Erekle of Georgia. The two 
rulers forced Ganjeh and Yerevan into submission, deposing khans 
in the former, pillaging the latter, and extracting a heavy tribute from 
both. Furthermore, Ebrahim Khalil opposed Qobbeh’s aspirations, 
claiming sovereignty over Shirvan, Shakki, Tabriz, Khoi, and the 
Shahsavan tribe. According to some stories, he hoped to rule all of 
Iran but was thwarted by the rise of the Qajars. To this is attributed 
his determined hostility toward that dynasty’s designs on the eastern 
Caucasus.* 

Aqa Mohammad wanted to add the Caucasian borderlands to the 
Iranian Empire he was trying to revive. His first campaign to the 
northwestern frontier, in 1791, was alargely successful effort directed 
at the lands south of the Aras and the Kura. In the course of the un- 
dertaking, his troops raided Talesh and carried off much booty with- 
out enforcing Qajar suzerainty. A second campaign, in 1795, was 
aimed primarily at subduing the territories north of the two rivers, 
including Georgia. All of the principalities, except Georgia, Qarabagh, 
and Talesh, submitted, although some only did so after considerable 
fighting. Local political rivalries played a significant role in several 
khans’ decisions. Baku looked to Aqa Mohammad for support against 
Shirvan and Qobbeh. Ganjeh hoped not only for protection but also 
for gains at Georgia’s expense to make up for the losses suffered during 
the 1780s. Therefore, the Ganjevis actively welcomed Aqa Mohammad 
and participated in his attack on Georgia. In Shakki, a contender in 
the long-standing dynastic feud turned the 1795 campaign to his own 
advantage by obtaining Aqa Mohammad’s support for a coup d’état. 
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Qobbeh’s motives are less clear, but the ruling dynasty had tradition- 
ally allied itself with strong Iranian governments and Sheikh ‘Ali Khan 
had recently been involved in some commercial disputes with the 
Russians. The khans of Yerevan and Shirvan resisted for a time but 
then submitted to superior military force. The allies Georgia and Qara- 
bagh refused to submit and particularly bloody warfare resulted. Faced 
with Qarabaghi opposition, Aqa Mohammad plundered the country- 
side and left part of his forces to besiege the capital, Shusha, while he 
proceeded to Georgia. After fierce fighting in an unequal contest, Aqa 
Mohammad entered Tbilisi, the capital, which his men plundered for 
nearly two weeks. The approach of winter signaled the end of the 
traditional campaigning season, so he left the region without fully 
consolidating his position there. 

The 1975 campaign had a serious disruptive effect on various as- 
pects of Caucasian life. One of the major results was the further de- 
population of a region that was already underpopulated. In addition 
to battle casualties, there were wholesale massacres of anti-Qajar ele- 
ments in Georgia and Qarabagh. Many survivors in both principalities, 
soldiers as well as civilians, were carried off as slaves. An official Iran- 
ian source claimed that 500 Qarabaghi boys were enslaved. In Georgia, 
the losses were even greater, involving perhaps 10,000 to 15,000 wo- 
men and children.* The number of people under the jurisdiction of 
established authorities was further reduced by the flight of sedentary 
farmers as well as nomads to remote areas, where they hoped to find 
shelter. This problem was particularly acute in Qarabagh and Shirvan. 
The economic life of the principalities suffered as a result of the Qajar 
army living off the land, plundering herds of animals and objects of 
value, and destroying crops as a military tactic. Tbilisi and New 
Shemakhi, the capital of Shirvan, suffered especially severe damage 
from the Qayars’ scorched earth policy. Moreover, the Qajar army re- 
mained in the Caucasus during the harvest season and must have in- 
terfered with the gathering of crops and seeds for the next planting. 
All these setbacks came on top of an existing famine in Qarabagh 
and Ganjeh, not to mention the raids, local wars, and outbreaks of 
plague that had caused so much suffering in the recent past. 

None of the rulers of the eastern Caucasus survived 1795 unscathed. 
After years of pursuing their own aggrandizement and endeavoring 
to throw off any master, they were subjected to extreme pressure to 
acknowledge Aqa Mohammad as their suzerain. Those who attempted 
to resist did so at considerable cost. Those who submitted were bur- 
dened with tribute payments at a time when their revenue was re- 
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duced by the devastation of war. Although the khan of Shakki was 
the only ruler to be ousted, all had been given disquieting examples 
of their own vulnerability. This was the weakened, frightened condi- 
tion in which the border rulers found themselves just as the struggle 
for control of the region reached a new level of intensity. 


Hit 


Russian Expansion 
under Catherine the Great 


Russia in the era of Catherine the Great expanded at a prodigious 
rate. In some ways, this was a unique achievement. No other European 
state of the late eighteenth century added 200,000 square miles to its 
territory. Russia was the newest of the major powers, still regarded as 
a barbaric parvenu by some western Europeans. However, the sheer 
magnitude of the territorial gains ought not to obscure the fact that 
Russian expansion was also a very normal process in terms both of 
the empire’s own historical development and of the diplomatic atti- 
tudes of the time. Long before this period, expansion had become a 
habit of Muscovite statecraft. As Marc Raeff has observed, there was 
a very thin line between Moscow’s gathering the Russian lands, the 
principalities that had once been part of the Kievan Federation, and 
the subjugation of alien people, especially since some of the other 
Russian lands had already established control over non-Russians. 
Techniques used in the gathering of Russian lands were later extend- 
ed to non-Russian principalities.’ The fundamental motives for Rus- 
sian expansion from the gathering period on closely resembled those 
found elsewhere: the quest for protection against hostile neighbors; 
the need for more agricultural land; and the search for other natural 
resources, such as fur-bearing animals and minerals. Moreover, an 
eighteenth-century European statesman would not have felt that ex- 
pansion needed any explanation. Expansion was good because it 
made states stronger. The Anglo-French rivalry in India; Prussia’s 
drive to take Saxony and Bohemia in the Seven Years’ War; and the 
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partition of Poland among Austria, Prussia, and Russia all reflect the 
pervasive desire for territorial expansion during the second half of 
the eighteenth century. Henry Brougham, the publicist critic of slav- 
ery and the indiscriminate acquisition of colonies, expressed the pre- 
vailing sentiment when he wrote, ‘In the same manner as a state will 
naturally people up to its resources, it will naturally extend its do- 
minions as far as those resources permit.”? Russia differed from the 
other European powers in that it had greater opportunity for success 
because it was so much stronger than some of its immediate neighbors. 

The existence of a ‘Greek project” might indicate the existence of 
a distinctly Russian messianic expansionism, but it is highly doubtful 
that Catherine ever meant the project as seriously as others thought 
she did. The tone of Catherine’s reign was decidedly pragmatic, with 
little room for farfetched schemes like the expulsion of the Turks 
from Europe and the creation of a Greek kingdom with its capital at 
Constantinople. Her actions at many times during her reign indicated 
her ability to recognize when she could not proceed with her ambi- 
tious plans. She backed away from some of her boldest plans for re- 
form when the Legislative Commission of 1767-1768 revealed the in- 
tensity of noble opposition. If she occasionally devised implausible 
panaceas, such as enlarging the middle class with specially trained or- 
phans, she usually recognized when to abandon unsuccessful experi- 
ments. The “Greek project”? was probably nothing more than an idea 
briefly entertained and quickly discarded. 

In fact, the substance of the project was quite tenuous. It was 
based on a rather vague remark in a letter to the Habsburg emperor, 
Joseph II, referring to the possibility that, if Austria and Russia were 
to be successful in a war against the Porte, then the Turks might be 
driven from Europe. The rest of the evidence for the plan comes 
from the testimony of her secretary and political counselor Alexander 
Bezborodko and Gregory Potemkin, who was in charge of Russia’s 
relations with the Porte and the development of southern Russia. 
However, the fact that two of the important members of Catherine’s 
government were enthusiastic about the plan does not mean that she 
shared their feelings. Both these men had reasons of their own to fa- 
vor a “Greek project” even when the tsaritsa did not. Potemkin was 
an extremely ambitious man who had risen from the lesser provincial 
gentry to become one of the most powerful men in Russia. He looked 
forward to becoming king of “Dacia,” a country to be formed from 
the Ottoman Empire’s Danubian provinces. Bezborodko wasa Ukrain- 
ian who viewed the Turks as Russia’s greatest enemy because of their 
repeated attacks on Russian and, especially, Ukrainian territory. None- 
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theless, Catherine did not allow her advisers to dominate her. Potem- 
kin would have preferred a more forward policy in the Caucasus as 
well as the Balkans, but in the former Catherine clearly restrained 
him. Bezborodko in his fragmentary memoirs expressed the opinion 
that Catherine was committed to the “Greek project,” but that is 
clearly what he wanted to believe. Moreover, he used the account of 
the “Greek project” to show what an important role he played in 
Catherine’s government.? 

For all Catherine’s professed concern over Christians living under 
Muslim rule, her actions in the Caucasus showed that she never al- 
lowed that issue to force her along a course that was not chosen 
first and foremost on the basis of Russia’s best interests. She certainly 
did not care for the Greeks in their own right. In her opinion, they 
displayed an “innate tendency toward slavery and the utter frivolity 
of their character.”* In any event, many of the Balkan Christians 
would become subjects of Austria, not Russia, if the Turks were ex- 
pelled from Europe. That may reveal something about what Catherine 
meant by the project. It may well have been used by her to entice 
Joseph II into agreeing to the Austro-Russian alliance she so earnest- 
ly desired as a replacement for the discredited ‘Northern System.” 
The naming of one of her grandsons Constantine and the occasional 
employment of Greek motifs do not in themselves prove anything. 
Apart from the fact that this was a Grecophile age in Europe, Cath- 
erine was a shrewd manipulator of public opinion, as her correspond- 
ence with various philosophes showed. Therefore, she may have used 
the pseudo-Greek panoply to keep people guessing about her inten- 
tions regarding the Porte without formally committing herself to 
anything. Whatever she really thought about the project, she never 
tried to put it into operation, not even in her next war with the Porte 
(1787-1792). Although international pressure toward the end of the 
war forced Russia to make peace on very moderate terms, even at the 
start of the war Russia’s objectives had no direct relation to the ex- 
pulsion of the Turks from Europe.° 

While the significance of the ‘Greek project’’ has been exaggerated, 
there is a different sense in which Russian motives for expansion dur- 
ing this period were unlike those of other European countries. The 
distinctiveness lies in the ambition to acquire territory that would 
serve as the equivalent of the overseas colonies of western Europe. 
These colonies would enrich Russia and perhaps serve also as a badge 
of Russia’s membership in the circle of great civilized powers. Of all 
the areas of Russian expansion during Catherine’s reign, the one in 
which these considerations played an especially important role was 
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the eastern Caucasus. While hope of agricultural and commercial de- 
velopment was a factor in Russia’s acquisition of the Crimea and the 
north coast of the Black Sea, the primary concern was with the Turk- 
ish threat to Russian security. Siberia had been treated like a colony 
ever since it was made part of the Russian Empire. Catherine once 
made the telling remark that she considered it Russia’s ‘India, Mexi- 
co, or Peru.”© However, she did not pursue a very assertive policy in 
this region. The same applies to the northwest coast of the Pacific 
and trade with China even though she was interested in the economic 
opportunities to be had in both places. 

The initial motive for Catherine’s involvement in the northern 
marches of Iran was a traditional strategic one—the strengthening of 
Russia’s military position against the Ottoman Empire. In the early 
1770s, during Catherine’s first war with the Porte, the Russian army 
used Georgia as a base of operations for attacks on Turkish strong- 
holds in the western Caucasus. The Ottoman victory over the Rus- 
sians in this campaign left Catherine wary of repeating the experiment. 
In any event, the Pugachev Rebellion (1773-1774), the first partition 
of Poland (1772), and the development of territory on the north coast 
of the Black Sea acquired by the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarja (1774) 
preoccupied Catherine until the end of the decade. She still counted 
the Muslim khanates of the eastern Caucasus among the shah’s do- 
mains even though this was a time when political power in Iran was 
fragmented and there was no shah. While she retained a general inter- 
est in the strategic uses of Georgia and adjoining territories, she stu- 
diously refrained from taking actions in the Caucasus that might pro- 
voke the Ottomans at the time of her second war against them (1787- 
1792) or her 1796 Iranian campaign. 

At the same time, the ‘‘colonialist”’ factor became increasingly im- 
portant and led Catherine to an aggressive policy. Although there 
were some commercial ties and a few diplomatic exchanges between 
Russia and the Iranian borderlands in the Caucasus during Catherine’s 
reign, there were no steady communications and travel between the 
two remained hazardous. There was no corps of marchwardens who 
had known the inhabitants of the Iranian borderlands through gener- 
ations of contact and had gradually extended Russian authority over 
them, as happened elsewhere on the empire’s eastern frontier. When 
the Russian government turned its attention to northern Iran, it viewed 
that area in light of the prevailing attitudes of the westernized Rus- 
sian elite. 

The Russian aristocracy of Catherine’s reign was very different from 
what it had been under Peter the Great, when a westernized life-style 
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was regarded with widespread loathing. By the second half of the 
eighteenth century, the westernization of the elite wasan accomplished 
fact, whether it took the form of a superficial appropriation of status 
symbols or a deeper understanding of the intellectual heritage. Even 
those who yearned for the restoration of an idealized Muscovite past 
were themselves schooled in Western ways. Prince Michael Shcherbatov, 
the foremost reactionary of Catherine’s reign, was fluent in French 
and wrote his first political treatise in that language. Most of the Rus- 
sian elite favored not a rejection of the West but the recognition that 
their country had attained, or was capable of attaining in the near 
future, a level of achievement in the marshaling of human resources 
equal to that of the West. Russians were proud that St. Petersburg 
was, in their eyes, as impressive a city as any other European capital, 
that Russians produced artistic and scholarly works that met western 
standards, and that the empire had grown in size and military strength. 
One man who epitomized Russian intellectual accomplishments, the 
scientist-poet-historian Michael Lomonosov, viewed Russia’s interna- 
tional achievements with pride and optimism. He determined that 
there were three criteria for a state’s prosperity: internal peace, the 
defeat of enemies, and international commerce. He considered Rus- 
sia to be extremely successful in the first two categories but behind 
western Europe in the last because of its lack of a navy prior to the 
reign of Peter the Great. Significantly, Lomonosov credited Peter’s 
military reforms with establishing Russia as a great power and in so 
doing proving that Russia was not a colony of western Europe. The 
remaining task was to develop Russia’s trade with Asia and thereby 
bring success in the third component of national well-being. His spe- 
cific plan called for trade with China, Japan, India, and North Amer- 
ica by a sea route across the Arctic and Pacific and the colonization 
of parts of the north Asian coast. One indication of Lomonosov’s 
admiration for Western imperialism can be seen in his argument for 
the feasibility of his plan on the grounds that the British coped with 
similar difficulties in their trade with Hudson’s Bay.” 

There was good reason for the Russian elite to be interested in 
western Europe’s overseas empires. Contemporary international de- 
velopments and some of the most influential literature of the En- 
lightenment focused attention on colonial affairs. In the second half 
of the eighteenth century, Britain won victories in India over the 
French and Dutch as well as several Indian princes and established 
a dominant position in Bengal. The financial and administrative dif- 
ficulties of the British East India Company and the loss of the thir- 
teen North American colonies do not seem to have raised doubts in 
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Russian minds about the advisability of acquiring colonies in Asia. 
The prevailing wisdom asserted that colonies had made western 
Europe rich. That was certainly the lesson to be drawn from the trea- 
tise Catherine called her prayer book, Montesquieu’s The Spint of 
the Laws.* From the opening of book XXI, his discussion of com- 
merce, the significance of trade with India was highlighted as a source 
of riches to those who conducted the trade. He regarded the com- 
merce between Rome and India via Central Asia, the Caspian, and 
the Caucasus as beneficial to both parties, except for the degree to 
which it caused a drain on Rome’s supply of precious metals. That 
need not have worried Catherine unduly, given her optimism that 
Siberia would be Russia’s Mexico and Peru. He ascribed the decline 
of that trade to the shift in the course of the Oxus so that it no 
longer flowed into the Caspian and, more important, to the destruc- 
tive impact of the Tatars. He went on to show that intermediaries 
in Europe’s trade with India—Egypt and several Western countries 
with East India Companies—also prospered by that trade. 

Russian imperialists could also draw encouragement from the most 
influential work on imperialism of the age, Histoire philosophique et 
politique des établissemens et du commerce des Européens dans les 
deux Indes by the Abbé Raynal and a number of other unnamed 
collaborators. The authors were basically opposed to colonies as arti- 
ficial creations that often did not deliver the hoped for economic 
gains and frequently oppressed colonial inhabitants. Yet the authors 
occasionally revealed enthusiasm for the benefits of trade with Asia 
even when accompanied by colonialism. Raynal and his collaborators 
lauded the great widening of horizons caused by the interchange of 
goods and ideas between Europe and the outside world. This trade 
as well as the acquisition of territory had the authors’ approval as 
long as the goods involved were useful items, such as spices, as opposed 
to sterile luxuries, such as tea. The right kind of trade was considered 
the source of great wealth for wise colonialists. For example, reforms 
of the British East India Company during the early 1770s had strength- 
ened it greatly so that it could bring in immense profits at small cost 
to the mother country.® The authors’ discussion of Russia’s poten- 
tial role in East-West trade constituted a brief for imperial expansion. 
Before the anarchic eighteenth century, Iran’s Caucasian and Caspian 
provinces had played an important role in international trade as pro- 
ducers of silk and as transit points for Indian goods, some of which 
still reached Russia by an alternate route across Central Asia. There 
had also been a strong market for European goods in Iran, according 
to the authors. Peter the Great understood the significance of all this 
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and, “guided by his genius,” conquered part of the Caspian coast. 
There were still some obstacles to the realization of Peter’s admirable 
goal of increased trade with Iran and India, particularly the misgov- 
ernment of Iran and Russia’s unstable and tyrannical political system. 
However, Raynal believed Catherine was on the way to remedying 
Russia’s problems.!° 

The tsaritsa had a low opinion of Raynal, who was a vehement 
critic of absolute monarchy, but she certainly knew his work. The 
Histoire was a succés de scandale, having been put on the Catholic 
Church’s Index of condemned books and publicly bummed in Paris. It 
was increasingly popular among the Russian elite from 1780 on, es- 
pecially after 1789. Catherine knew enough of Raynal to recognize 
his influence on Alexander Radischchev’s revolutionary Journey from 
St. Petersburg to Moscow. However much she disliked his republican- 
ism, she held views much like his on the matter of Russian trade and 
expansion in Asia. She also devised her own solution to Iran’s prob- 
lems by advocating Russian tutelage of Iranian vassals and, later, di- 
rect rule of at least part of that country. 

St. Petersburg’s knowledge of Iranian affairs from sources other 
than Enlightenment theorists was limited and often imaccurate. For 
example, Platon Zubov, Catherine’s favorite in her last years and a 
self-proclaimed expert on Iran, thought that the Iranian New Year’s 
Day, No Ruz, was May 14 although in reality it falls on the vernal 
equinox.'! As a voracious reader who took the responsibilities of her 
office seriously, Catherine made herself better informed about west- 
ern Asia than many of her advisers were. She knew about the major 
events and personalities of eighteenth-century Iran, but, like the other 
St. Petersburg officials, she had to make policy decisions hampered 
by a dearth of reliable, detailed information.!? Even in the early 
nineteenth century, when Russia had already added parts of the east- 
ern Caucasus to its domains, several members of the Academy of 
Sciences expressed concern over the inadequacy of literature on that 
region available in St. Petersburg. A few important books on the east- 
ern Caucasus and other parts of the Iranian Empire could be found in 
individual libraries, but it is difficult to judge who actually read them. 
The best work on Iran known to have been available in St. Petersburg 
was the Huguenot traveler Jean Chardin’s massive study of Safavi Iran, 
Voyages du Chevalier Chardin en Perse, et autres lieux de l’Orient, 
first published in London in 1686. For information on the closing 
years of the Safavi era, there was a Russian translation of the account 
of John Bell, an Englishman who accompanied the 1717 Volynskii 
mission to the court of Shah Soltan Hosein. The middle decades of 
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the eighteenth century were covered by two anonymous and subse- 
quently forgotten French works. Travel accounts of two German nat- 
uralists, Gmelin and Giildenstaédt, were also published in Russia, al- 
though Giildenstaddt’s work was published posthumously and suffered 
from many inaccuracies.!3 

Russia’s leaders relied less on books than on the information pro- 
vided by contemporaries who had some direct contact with the 
provinces in which Russia was interested. Russian officials, such as 
General Ivan Gudovich of the Caucasian Line (who thought the dif- 
ferences between Sunni and Shii Islam were minor) or semiofficial 
agents, such as the adventurer Reineggs (who urged Potemkin to 
conquer the Caucasus) were unperceptive observers who reported their 
illusions with firm conviction. Armenians and Georgians were more 
knowledgable, of course, but their communications with the Russian 
authorities were often colored by the hope of obtaining aid from that 
country that would strengthen the position of Caucasian Christendom. 

One of the Caucasians who was most active in counseling the Rus- 
sians was an Armenian archbishop, Joseph Argutinskii-Dolgorukov, 
who lived in Russia. He was a fervent advocate of the Russian take- 
over of his homeland and argued that the security of the proposed 
Christian protectorate in that quarter necessitated the acquisition of 
all the khanates north of the Aras River, even those with few Chris- 
tian inhabitants. This was a point of view Catherine and Potemkin 
shared, although with all the archbishop’s advice it is difficult to tell 
how much he guided official opinion and how much he confirmed 
opinions arrived at by other means. Catherine and Potemkin both re- 
lied on him in a host of ways when major undertakings in the eastern 
Caucasus were planned. Potemkin ordered the publication of the 
archbishop’s history of Russo-Armenian relations during the reign of 
Peter the Great.!4 The archbishop had the only Armenian and Persian 
type fonts anywhere in Russia at his Astrakhan press. Therefore, 
Catherine had him print her manifesto announcing the 1796 campaign 
to the Caucasian and Iranian peoples. He accompanied the campaign, 
vociferously proclaiming Russia’s intent to deliver the Armenians 
from Muslim rule and serving as hostage for the safe return of a khan 
who went to negotiate at the Russian camp. When the head of the 
Armenian Church, the Catholicos of Echmiadzin, died in 1799, Russia 
obtained the office for Argutinskii Dolgorukov, who held it until his 
death in 1801. 

King Erekle of Georgia also influenced Russian policy. From the 
1770s on, he urged Catherine to take control of all of the territory 
between Georgia and the Caspian and argued that Muslims as well as 
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Christians earnestly desired to be ruled by Russia. When in the 1780s 
Russia had the opportunity to negotiate an agreement with a Zand 
pretender who controlled much of central Iran, Erekle’s advice led 
the Russians to ask for the cession of the northwestern and Caspian 
provinces as a condition for supporting the pretender’s claims else- 
where. Erekle also used his role as adviser to direct personal advan- 
tage, as when he convinced Russian authorities to support his claim 
of suzerainty over the neighboring khanates of Yerevan and Ganjeh. 
In this case, his success proved disadvantageous for Russia because 
it increased the reluctance of several khans to cooperate with that 
country. 

The Russians’ concern over the well-being of their fellow Christians 
in the eastern Caucasus played an important but extremely limited 
role in shaping St. Petersburg’s policy toward that region. Caucasian 
Christians provided information about an unfamiliar area, and the 
Russians hoped to use Georgians and especially Armenians, with 
their legendary commercial prowess, to increase Russia’s trade with 
Iran and India. However, in the implementation of the policy, Russia 
acted for motives based on its own interests and only coincidentally 
on those of the Caucasian Christians. Catherine did not make the 
takeover of the eastern Caucasus a high priority until 1795, when 
Aqa Mohammad’s attack on that region cast doubt on the value of 
the protection Russia had guaranteed Georgia by treaty in 1783. When 
the tsaritsa sent an army to take control of the region, she proclaimed 
herself the liberator of Muslims as well as Christians. She intended 
leave in power those Muslim rulers who welcomed the Russian pre- 
sence, which she expected to be the overwhelming majority. Even 
though the khanate of Qarabagh had a sizable Armenian minority, 
Catherine praised its khan and ordered that his position be strength- 
ened in light of his determined opposition to the Qajar attack. No 
troops were to be sent to Yerevan, despite its religious and historic 
importance to Armenians, for fear that such action so near the Otto- 
man border would provoke a declaration of war by the Porte. Even 
Ganjeh, for all its hostility toward Georgia, was left untouched be- 
cause the khan submitted voluntarily. As Valerian Zubov, the com- 
mander of the 1796 expedition, remarked to one of his subordinates, 
it was necessary “to put off until the proper time” the liberation of 
Caucasian Christians. !* 

Catherine was not under any pressure to justify her secular, prag- 
matic approach toward foreign Christians to the Russian Orthodox 
Church because it was politically and spiritually weak at the time. 
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The patriarchate had been abolished by Peter the Great and replaced 
be a secular directorate, the Holy Synod, which administered the 
Church as a branch of state. In the first year of her reign, Catherine 
confiscated the property of the Orthodox monasteries. If she could 
strike with impunity directly at the power of the Church, she cer- 
tainly did not have to answer to the Church about her attitude to- 
ward Georgians and Armenians. Even when the Church had been 
stronger, it traditionally emphasized the need to protect Russian 
Orthodoxy from foreign contamination rather than advocating in- 
creased contact of any sort with foreign Christendom. Among the 
many causes of the seventeenth-century schism in Russian Ortho- 
doxy was the hostility toward Patriarch Nikon’s attempt to make 
the Russian Church more like the Greek, which was judged heretical 
by many Russians. 

One interested group that had no influence on the formulation of 
Russian policy toward Iran was the Russian middle class, specifically 
the merchants. There was no powerful lobby of Russian merchants 
involved in trade with Iran. That trade remained disappointingly small 
throughout the eighteenth century. Most of the business was not in 
the hands of Russians but of Armenians and to a lesser degree Iranians, 
Indians, and others. Russian merchants who did business in the Cas- 
pian region were more commonly involved in fishing and seal hunting 
than in trade with Iran. During the eighteenth century, St. Petersburg 
made repeated efforts to improve trade with Iran, but that did not 
necessarily mean favoring Russian merchants. During the 1750s, Eliz- 
abeth tried twice to set up chartered trading companies to deal with 
Iran. Some Russian merchants favored this but others, including one 
of those most active in the Caspian trade, were vehemently opposed. 
Neither company did well, and Elizabeth authorized others to trade 
with Iran in competition with the chartered companies. Among those 
who were allowed to enter into this trade were people of noble rather 
than merchant status like the courtier Lieutenant-General Roman 
Vorontsov. When Catherine, a firm believer in the advantages of free 
trade, came to the throne, she proclaimed that that principle should 
apply in dealings with Iran, thereby abolishing the chartered compan- 
ies. This was counter to the interests of one of the wealthiest mer- 
chants in Moscow, a leading member of Elizabeth’s Persian Trading 
Company. Catherine subsequently reversed attempts by the governor 
of Astrakhan to bar Armenians from building boats for the Caspian 
trade. She also rejected the advice of a commission set up to study 
trade with Iran that she establish a monopoly trading company. In 
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any case, the commission had not intended to protect Russian mer- 
chants by the formation of such a company but rather wanted it to 
be open to anyone who wished to join.!® 

Catherine hoped that increased Russian involvement in Iran’s north- 
ern marches would benefit all concerned. To the inhabitants of these 
provinces, Russia would offer the advantages of an enlightened state 
of laws. She believed this would be a marked advance over what she 
perceived as a cycle of usurpation, tyranny, and civil war in post-Sa- 
favi Iran. She was confident that the “example of this country’s gen- 
tle proprietorship” would make the inhabitants of the region seek 
Russian overlordship.!” The tsaritsa believed that Iran sorely needed 
the benevolent rule she offered. Like Raynal, she considered Iran a 
potentially wealthy country that had suffered from the depredations 
of “the greedy plunderers,” such as Aga Mohammad, who ruled it.'8 
His brutal misrule and interference with Russian commerce had to be 
ended. Russia would then ensure stable government and personal 
security; the revival of commerce and prosperity would follow. That 
would provide Russia with a golden opportunity to become the new 
master of Europe’s Asian trade. As Catherine explained to General 
Valerian Zubov (Platon’s younger brother), whom she sent to establish 
Russian hegemony over Iran in 1796: 


The establishment of peace and order in Persia will open to us rich markets not 
only along the shores of the Caspian Sea but within the borders of the Persian 
provinces. By means of the latter it would be easily possible to open the routes 
to India and, attracting this very rich commerce toward us by much shorter 
routes than those which all the European nations follow, going around the Cape 
of Good Hope, it will be possible to turn to our benefit all the advantages being 
obtained by the Europeans.!? 


Such hopes were widely shared among the Russian elite. Naturally 
the Zubov brothers’ expectations about Russia’s commercial pros- 
pects resembled Catherine’s. There was widespread enthusiasm among 
the St. Petersburg aristocracy for the 1796 expedition and the econ- 
omic gains that were expected to follow. Gabriel Derzhavin, the lead- 
ing Russian poet of the age, expressed the prevailing mood in a poem 
celebrating Valerian Zubov’s capture of Derbent. He compared the 
victory to the triumph of Alexander the Great over Darius and added: 


Oh happiness! See already thronging to us 
Elephants, laden with riches, 

Covered with carpets from India! 

Throngs of people! 


Silver and gold flow like beneficient rain from heaven!”° 
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Despite Russian optimism, prospects for the rapid improvement of 
that country’s trade with Iran and India were not very encouraging 
even before Catherine complicated the situation by sending 30,000 
men to conquer Iran. The difficulties were many, ranging from politi- 
cal miscalculations and the insufficient development of a commercial 
infrastructure to a host of geographical obstacles. 

The first problem was that Russia had to compete against well-es- 
tablished western European trading companies that did business in 
India and the Persian Gulf. By the late eighteenth century, Russia 
even imported Iranian silk from London.”! Catherine’s initial efforts 
to compete with the European East India companies hinged on estab- 
lishing a major commercial center on the southern coast of the Cas- 
pian. (There were already a few Russian merchants living in small, 
unfortified settlements on the coast, at Anzali in Gilan and Mashhad- 
e Sar in Mazandaran.) She hoped that eventually the eastern Caucasus 
could also be used for the same purpose, but the danger of war with 
the Ottoman Empire over the annexation of the Crimea in 1783 
forced her to postpone expansion in that area. (By the end of her 
reign, the situation had reversed. The power of the Qajars proved 
greater than the Russians had expected, so the focus of Russian ex- 
pansionism shifted from the south coast of the Caspian, which was 
subject to the Qajar shah, to the eastern Caucasus, where political 
hegemony was still hotly contested.) She made two attempts to attain 
her objective. Both failed, but the reasons for the failures were im- 
portant because they were related to the worsening of relations with 
Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar and because Russian mistakes on these 
two occasions were symptomatic of basic problems in that country’s 
attitude toward Muslims in the Iranian Empire. 

The first attempt to set up a Russian trading “‘factory”’ was direct- 
ed toward the southeastern corner of the Caspian in the vicinity of 
Astarabad Bay in 1781. That area was attractive because the Russians 
thought it was fairly near India. (As it happened, they underestimated 
the distance from there to the Indus by more than half.) The leader 
of the expedition, Count Voinovich, soon encountered opposition 
from Aqa Mohammad, then a local princeling. The khan mistrusted 
the Russians. He had heard rumors that the expedition was really 
directed against him, which the Russian construction of a large fort 
seemed to confirm. Vomovich attempted to win the khan’s coopera- 
tion through intimidation, which only made matters worse. Finally, 
Aqa Mohammad made the Russians his prisoners until they agreed to 
return to Russia which they did in 1782. Catherine regarded the khan’s 
actions in the affair as an offense for which he deserved punishment. 
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Russia next had the opportunity to recoup its losses on the south- 
western coast of the Caspian. The ruler of Gilan, Hedayatollah, was a 
rival of Aqa Mohammad’s. When the latter attempted the conquest 
of Gilan in 1785, Hedayatollah asked for Russian help. However, 
Russia, as it would often do in the future, required compliance with 
extensive demands before it would protect a khan. In this case, the 
most provocative demand was for the cession of the port city of An- 
zali. The Russians’ actions convinced Hedayatollah that they were as 
much a threat as the Qajars. When the expected attack from the lat- 
ter did not materialize, Hedayatollah lost all interest in becoming a 
Russian vassal. At this point, another phenomenon reoccurred: con- 
trol of affairs slipped out of the hands of higher officials. The consul 
in Anzali (Skilichii), with the aid of his predecessor (Tumanovskii), 
conspired to bring Gilan under Russian suzerainty and destroy Hed- 
ayatollah. Skilichii considered Hedayatollah a typical Iranian, “‘inso- 
lent and uncouth; he does not understand gentleness and has grown 
arrogant because until now he has not been punished.””*? The consul 
and former consul encouraged Aqa Mohammad to conquer Gilan in 
1786 and gave him Russian weapons to facilitate his conquest of the 
province. The besieged Hedayatollah eventually became sufficiently 
desperate to agree to all Russia’s demands of the preceding year but 
could obtain no help from Skilichii and Tumanovskii except the of- 
fer of asylum after his defeat. When Hedayatollah took refuge on a 
Russian ship, the Russians turned him over to another local ruler, a 
long-time enemy, who killed him. Gregory Potemkin was displeased 
with the officials’ actions in Gilan when he first learned of these de- 
velopments. However, the consul and former consul soon persuaded 
Potemkin to accept their grossly distorted account of events. Their 
account portrayed Hedayatollah as a treacherous enemy of Russia; 
they did not disclose their own provocations. As was often the case in 
Russia’s dealings with Iran, preconceived notions of Asiatic barbarism 
and the dearth of alternate sources of information meant that higher 
ranking officials lacked the inclination or the means to scrutinize 
their subordinates’ reports. 

While Aqa Mohammad’s power was on the rise in the parts of Iran 
in which Russia was interested, Russian officials repeatedly missed 
the opportunity to improve relations with him. During the 1780s 
he still had many rivals to defeat before he could claim the throne of 
Iran. Russian cooperation could have been an asset; Russian hostility, 
yet another obstacle. The year after he expelled Voinovich, he sent 
an ambassador to St. Petersburg with a message of good will. Cather- 
ine refused to receive the ambassador, stating that she did not regard 
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Aqa Mohammad as the legitimate ruler of Gilan and Mazandaran and 
warned that his actions put him in danger of her “stern punishment.”’?3 
Nonetheless, when Skilichii and Tumanovskii urged Aqa Mohammad 
to conquer Gilan, he agreed and voiced his desire for good relations 
with Russia. Then, when the khan and the consuls had realized their 
objective, the burgeoning cooperation broke down. Aqa Mohammad 
was a man of far different mettle and ambition from Hedayatollah 
or the other khans who tried to make an agreement with Russia. Aqa 
Mohammad’s communications with Russia reveal that he perceived 
cooperation with that country in terms of an alliance between two 
sovereigns rather than the submission of a vassal to his suzerain. He 
favored the growth of Russo-Iranian trade, but he suspected that 
Russia was not content with unimpeded commerce and planned to 
restrict his political authority. The most conspicuous symbol of that 
threat was the Russian intention to build forts inside his realm, espe- 
cially near Astarabad and at Anzali. The possibility of his reaching an 
accord with the Russians was further reduced by Tumanovskii’s greed. 
The ex-consul demanded a large bribe for his help in the conquest of 
Gilan but was turned down by Aqa Mohammad, who was annoyed 
that the two Russian agents had already seized Hedayatollah’s trea- 
sures and refused to share the spoils of victory. A last attempt in 1787 
to reach an agreement failed under obscure circumstances. Thereafter, 
Russia dealt with the khan’s rebel brother, Morteza Qoli, whom it in- 
tended to install on the Iranian throne as the tsaritsa’s vassal. Cather- 
ine delayed putting this plan into operation until the 1796 campaign, 
which failed to achieve most of its objectives. The most noticeable 
result of Russia’s endorsement of Morteza Qoli’s pretensions was the 
further estrangement of Aqa Mohammad, who ordered in reprisal 
that the small Russian settlement in Anzali be blockaded. This dis- 
rupted Russian commerce and caused considerable hardship for the 
isolated community. 

Russo-Iranian commerce faced a host of other obstacles that would 
have been difficult to overcome even if political relations between 
the two countries had been better. Travel between the two had to 
be conducted by boat across the Caspian because the formidable bar- 
rier of the high Caucasus and the danger of attack made the overland 
passage of merchant caravans impossible. The sea route was not a 
great improvement. The violent storms to which the Caspian is sub- 
ject made shipwrecks a real hazard for those who sailed it. Few points 
along the southern or western coasts offered a safe harbor. Anzali, 
the most important commercial center on the south coast, had no 
harbor at all. Ships had to anchor several miles offshore in open waters. 
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Russia’s merchant fleet on the Caspian was barely adequate. The ships 
were too few and too small to sustain more than a light volume of 
traffic. Most were designed so that they could only travel with the 
wind. Many had flat bottoms, which aided passage through shallow 
coastal waters at the cost of decreased maneuverability. The crews 
were usually men of few nautical skills. For all the shortcomings of 
the Russian merchant marine, it played a central role in the trans- 
Caspian trade. The alternative was the Iranian merchant craft, the 
karan (called kirzhim by the Russians). It was a small, flat-bottomed 
vessel sheltered only by bundles of branches along its sides. A sack of 
stones did duty as the anchor. The karajt was used more for fishing 
and local coastal travel than for the main commercial routes. The few 
Russians who did journey to Anzali found its hot, humid climate and 
its swamp-bred diseases to be at least as great a menace as the political 
instability. 

Russia exported to Iran iron and steel, a variety of textiles, dyes, 
and perfumes, as well as goods from western Europe, including Brit- 
ish and Dutch textiles and sugar from the British West Indies. The 
most important of Iran’s exports was Gilani silk. Its other exports 
included cotton, rice, fruits, spices, and opium. In light of the many 
difficulties, it is not surprising that the volume of Russo-Iranian trade 
was quite small. Attempts to stimulate it by establishing chartered 
companies modeled after the East India companies or by abolishing 
them were of no avail. 

All of this would make it seem as though the only people who 
could believe in the practicability of Russia’s ambition to rival the 
British East India Company were those who knew very little about 
Asia. Yet the French agent G. A. Oliver, who traveled across the Le- 
vant and reached Iran about the time of Catherine’s 1796 expedition, 
viewed Russia’s commercial opportunities in the same light as the 
tsaritsa. He, too, was convinced that, if Russia could secure its tur- 
bulent southeastern marches, then it would in all probability succeed 
in replacing Britain as the purveyor of Indian luxuries to Europe.”* 

Although the drive to emulate the great empires of western Europe 
provided the theoretical underpinning of Russian expansionism, 
that consideration was not the sole determinant of Russia’s policy 
toward the lands to the southeast. Paralleling but only occasionally 
coinciding with the theory was an ad hoc approach in which Russia 
rarely took the initiative but instead reacted to the changing political 
alignments in a disunited Iran. Most of Russia’s actions in these epi- 
sodes did not produce the desired results, but they had a long-term 
significance anyway. These occasional engagements influenced offi- 
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cials’ ideas about which local rulers would make cooperative vassals 
and which were enemies. This became important as the seriousness 
of Russian involvement in Iran’s northwestern marches increased. In 
return, local rulers formed their own impressions of Russia, some 
perceiving it as a threat, others as a support in local rivalries. 

While Russia was never truly enthusiastic about dealing with Aqa 
Mohammad Khan Qajar, nor he with them, there were other local 
rulers who were as eager as the tsaritsa to reach an accord. After 
Russia’s first contact with Aqa Mohammad ended with mutual re- 
criminations, Russia turned its attention to the Qajar leader’s princi- 
pal rival, ‘Ali Morad Khan Zand, who was interested in using Russian 
aid to increase his domains. From his capital in Esfahan, he ruled 
over much of central and southern Iran. In 1784, he negotiated with 
Russia about the possibility of yielding the Caspian and northwest- 
ern provinces in return for Russian recognition of his claim to the 
rest of Iran. He did not control the northern provinces anyway and 
would rid himself of the Qajar stronghold on the southeastern Cas- 
pian coast by ceding this territory. Russia in turn would obtain 
rights to the parts of Iran it most wanted and hoped furthermore to 
convince ‘Ali Morad to join forces against the Ottoman Empire, The 
Zand leader began to have second thoughts as the negotiations con- 
tinued; when he died in 1785, the projected alliance had come to 
nought. 

Negotiations with another local ruler were more successful in the 
sense that an agreement was concluded, although it is arguable that, 
ultimately, neither side derived what it had expected from that 
agreement. King Erekle of Georgia was eager to obtain Russian pro- 
tection and, through his own persistence, eventually obtained a 
treaty to guarantee it. During Catherine’s first war with the Ottoman 
Empire, Erekle asked to be taken under the tsaritsa’s protection. She 
took a skeptical view of his request, determining that the advantages 
of such an arrangement would be lopsidedly in Erekle’s favor. Her at- 
titude changed during the early 1780s when she became interested in 
expansion in the Iranian marches. Then Erekle’s renewed entreaties 
were favorably received. He asked for Russian protection and recogni- 
tion of his authority, with Russian backing for his chosen heir against 
the many expected rivals. Gregory Potemkin, who supervised the 
Russian side of the negotiations, found Erekle’s terms acceptable and 
the Treaty of Georgievsk was signed in 1783. 

Erekle encouraged his neighbor and ally Ebrahim Khalil, the khan 
of Qarabagh, to follow suit and offer his own submission to Russia. 
The khan had mixed feelings, perceiving the recent establishment of 
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a Russian garrison in Georgia as a potential menace, but in the end he 
decided it was more prudent to try to ingratiate himself with Russian 
authorities. This time the negotiations failed. The reason for the fail- 
ure lay once again in the Russians’ fundamental biases. The problem 
reemerged many times as Russia took control of the eastern Caucasus. 
Many Caucasian Muslims perceived the bias and became increasingly 
mistrustful of Russia’s proclaimed benevolence. However, the Rus- 
sians did not understand the nature of the problem and viewed the 
Muslims’ uncooperativeness as contumely. In the case of Qarabagh, 
the specific problem was that the Russian negotiator gave the impres- 
sion that he would as soon have conquered the khanate as negotiate 
its submission. In fact, that is exactly what Prince Potemkin and his 
grandnephew Paul, who as commander of Russian forces in the north- 
ern Caucasus communicated directly with Ebrahim Khalil, really 
wanted. When the khan tried to begin negotiations, he found that the 
Russians treated him very differently from King Erekle. In the khan’s 
case, no genuine negotiations would be allowed; he had to submit un- 
conditionally and accept whatever terms Russia imposed. Moreover, 
Paul Potemkin made clear he would take Erekle’s side in any dispute 
with Ebrahim Khalil and at the same time communicated with Qara- 
bagh’s Armenian inhabitants behind the khan’s back. When Ebrahim 
Khalil sought some reassurance that Russia’s interest was not hostile, 
the younger Potemkin rebuffed him, threatening to conquer Qara- 
bagh unless the khan submitted immediately. No military action was 
taken since Catherine opposed it, and Ebrahim Khalil kept trying to 
initiate negotiations. His last letter to Paul Potemkin was sent in 
1784, and he received no reply.”° 

There was no Russian military activity in the eastern Caucasus at 
that time or for the next decade, because Catherine did not give her 
ambitions in that part of Asia a sufficiently high priority to justify 
diverting resources from more urgent problems. In fact, when she 
finally did order the conquest of Iran, she was once again reacting to 
an outside stimulus rather than taking the initiative to realize her 
long-range goals. That stimulus was the devastating attack on Georgia 
by Aqa Mohammad Khan. When Catherine learned of the sack of 
Tbilisi, she was outraged. Aqa Mohammad had dealt a blow to Russia 
as well as to Georgia. The tsaritsa had thought that no Iranian prince 
was strong enough to oppose her expansionist ambitions, but Aqa 
Mohammad had brought great suffermmg to many Caucasians and had 
made a mockery of Russia’s promises to protect Georgia. Moreover, 
the Qajar chief had to be destroyed because he was a ‘long-time, 
open, wicked enemy of Russia” who might yet pose a direct threat, 
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perhaps by spurring the tribes of the high Caucasus to attack Russian 
positions north of the mountains. In all of these protestations of 
righteous wrath, Catherine never mentioned that Russia had not lived 
up to its commitment to Georgia. Once again the problem lay in the 
unwise decision of an official in the field and St. Petersburg’s inability 
to control such officials. The man most responsible for the failure to 
aid Georgia was General Ivan Gudovich, the commander of the Cau- 
casian Line (Russia’s forts in the northern Caucasus). King Erekle 
had begun to warn him of the likelihood of a Qajar attack as early as 
the spring of 1795, but the general dismissed the request for help as 
alarmist and predicted that an alliance between Erekle and his neigh- 
bors would prevent Aqa Mohammad from reaching Georgia. There 
were many flaws in Gudovich’s argument, not the least being that the 
small forces Erekle and his neighbors could muster were no match 
for Aqa Mohammad’s 60,000-man army. There was a kind of peevish- 
ness about the way Gudovich exercised power. Unlike most of the 
officers who served in the Caucasus (who sought opportunities to 
stage daring operations even when St. Petersburg advised restraint), 
Gudovich’s principal ambition seems to have been to hoard his re- 
sources and do nothing. In 1793, Catherine had given him blanket 
authorization to use Russian troops to defend Georgia, but, on the 
eve of Aqa Mohammad’s entry into Tbilisi, Gudovich still insisted he 
could do nothing unless Catherine ordered it specifically. He displayed 
a similar attitude the following year when he sent insufficient rein- 
forcements from the Caucasian Line to the Zubov expedition only 
after much delay.”© 

When Gudovich heard about the sack of Tbilisi, he nformed Cath- 
erine that such action was the equivalent of a direct attack on Russia 
and recommended as a countermeasure a campaign against Aqa Mo- 
hammad. Catherine liked the idea and, with the aid of Platon Zubov, 
made preparations for such an undertaking. However, she chose to 
entrust its command to an officer of greater prestige than Gudovich. 
Zubov and the Armenian archbishop Joseph Argutinskii-Dolgorukov 
recommended General-in-Chief Suvorov, whose reputation had re- 
cently been enhanced by his suppression of the Polish uprising of 
1794. Suvorov was unimpressed and rejected the offer. Therefore, 
Catherine gave the command to Platon Zubov’s twenty-five-year-old 
brother, Valerian. 

High hopes prevailed when the campaign began in 1796. According 
to various estimates, Catherine allocated millions of rubles to it from 
a near-empty treasury, thousands of cavalry horses and pack animals, 
and between 10,000 and 30,000 soldiers.?”? Catherine ordered the 
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younger Zubov to obtain the submission of the east Caucasian khans, 
overthrow Aqa Mohammad, and enthrone the latter’s brother Morte- 
za Qoli, who had been kept in Russia for such an occasion. Valerian 
Zubov predicted he would reach Esfahan by September. In fact, he 
never came close to that city, nor did he jeopardize Aqa Mohammad’s 
position south of the Aras; but he did obtain the nominal submission 
of most of the east Caucasian khanates and in so doing justified, in 
Russian eyes, the conquest of those territories a few years later. The 
problems of the Zubov expedition reappeared during the later con- 
quest, but the commander’s methods were surprisingly moderate when 
compared with those of his successors. 

Valerian Zubov did not attempt to transform the political systems 
in the eastern Caucasus. Any khan who was willing to become a Rus- 
sian vassal was left in power; only those who offered violent opposi- 
tion were dealt with by military means. In this way, Zubov obtained 
the submission of all the khans, except Mohammad of Yerevan. Even 
when Zubov discovered a conspiracy among three khans to assassinate 
him, he was not provoked. Instead, he gave them a chance to back 
down. Two, the khans of Qarabagh and Shakki, submitted, and the 
conspiracy was forgotten. The third, the khan of Shirvan, decided to 
fight; when he took shelter in a mountain stronghold, Zubov seized 
his capital. The only other khan who was deposed was Sheikh ‘Ali 
of Derbent-Qobbeh, who also refused to submit. Although the siege 
of the city of Derbent lasted about two months, the pressures were 
mostly on the defenders’ morale. There were no heavy casualties as- 
sociated with this battle. In both cases in which Zubov deposed local 
rulers, he chose their successors from the rulers’ families. No attack 
was launched against Mohammad Khan of Yerevan, although he con- 
tinued to reject Zubov’s overtures. The expedition lacked the mili- 
tary resources to stage such an attack, which had, in any case, been 
forbidden by Catherine, who did not want to risk troop movements 
so near the Ottoman border. 

Zubov, like his successors, never understood why the khans sub- 
mitted to Russia or opposed it. To Zubov, the issue was simple: he 
was offering benevolent enlightenment as an alternative to Oriental 
despotism. For the khans, the issue was much more complex. Basic- 
ally, all the khans would have preferred not to submit to any outside 
power. The khans of Yerevan, Qarabagh, and Shirvan all tried to op- 
pose Aqa Mohammad in 1795 and Zubov the following year. The 
khans’ military strength determined the range of options open to 
them. For example, Javad Khan of Ganjeh, who had welcomed Aqa 
Mohammad’s arrival in the Caucasus in 1795, realized that he had 
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no hope of resisting the Russians when Aqa Mohammad was far away in 
Khorasan. Therefore, he submitted to the Russians. In addition, many 
khans did not see Russia as a benefactor. Above all, they feared that 
Zubov intended to overthrow them and persecute Islam while favor- 
ing the Armenians. It is not surprising that they suspected this when 
Zubov did oust the first khan he encountered, Sheikh ‘Ali, and de- 
manded that Russian garrisons be allowed into the citadels of the 
various capital cities at the same time. Archbishop Argutinskii-Dol- 
gorukov did his best to offend Derbenti Muslims. 

The Zubov campaign had little impact on the Caucasians in the 
short run. The Russian occupation lasted less than a year, in some 
places only a few months; in other places there were no Russian 
garrisons at all. It brought few changes except when one member 
of a ruling family was substituted for another. The sedentary inhabi- 
tants had little opportunity to voice their preferences and, living un- 
armed in walled settlements at the mercy of Russian artillery, could 
not risk an armed contest with the Russians. Some peasants in Qob- 
beh fled to the forests and mountains, from which they staged guer- 
rilla raids. More opposition came from nomadic tribal cavalry living 
in the mountains of Derbent, Shirvan, and Shakki. When Aga Mo- 
hammad returned to the Caucasus in 1797, all the khans, except 
Ebrahim Khalil of Qarabagh and Salim of Shakki, submitted to him. 
The Qarabaghis overthrew their khan and submitted to the Qajar 
ruler. Salim had obtained power two years earlier by persuading 
Aqa Mohammad to oust the current khan of Shakki. Aqa Moham- 
mad learned later that he had been tricked by false evidence and in 
1797 reinstated the man he had ousted. 

The Russians themselves, not the khans, were their own worst 
enemies in 1796. The combination of inadequate information and 
terrible planning made it harder for Valerian Zubov to accomplish his 
objectives. Only luck saved him from any major calamities. The years 
of warfare, famine, and disease in the region; the miscarriage of sev- 
eral anti-Russian plans; the failure of the Ottomans to capitalize on 
the situation; and the preoccupation of Aqa Mohammad in Khorasan 
made it possible for the Russians to have some success in spite of 
their mistakes. Like many of the campaigns of the Russo-Iranian War 
a decade later, Zubov’s triumphs only narrowly escaped being disas- 
ters. The expedition had too few troops to garrison even a small frac- 
tion of the projected area of operation. The further Zubov advanced, 
the more troops he had to assign to protect the rear. Even though 
there were recent published descriptions of the eastern Caucasus, 
Zubov was not prepared for the terrain he encountered. The narrow 
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mountain roads, the swift-flowing streams, the dense forests, and the 
coastal desert around Baku all put the Russians at a disadvantage. 
They moved much more slowly than they had expected they would; 
the cavalry could not operate; and the supply-laden carts had to be 
left behind at Derbent. The supply problem was magnified by the 
fact that the deliveries to the expedition were in a shambles. The of- 
ficials in St. Petersburg who should have organized supply delivery 
did nothing.*® The delivery of such emergency supplies as could be 
gathered was impeded by the difficulty of the terrain, the shortage 
of pack animals, and the small size of Russia’s Caspian fleet (even 
when it was supplemented by merchant ships, the fleet was inade- 
quate). Gudovich’s obstructionism added to the problem, and Zubov’s 
excessive optimism made matters still worse. Although in most cases 
he observed the guidelines set by Catherine, Zubov disobeyed her 
when he selected his main supply delivery point. Catherine wanted 
Baku, but Zubov was so confident that he would sweep quickly 
through the Caucasus and proceed to the Iranian plateau that he had 
most of the supplies that could be gathered sent to an island further 
south off the Talesh coast. Therefore, most of the supplies were be- 
yond his reach. The use of local fruits to make up for the shortage 
of expected rations made many of the soldiers ill. 

In the end, all the miscalculations and difficulties left Zubov in a 
strategically weak position, with his forces strung out along the edge 
of the battle zone from Derbent to the confluence of the Aras and 
the Kura. The second branch of the Russian forces was split between 
Georgia, which was too exhausted by the 1795 attack and too dis- 
unified by internal hostilities to be capable of defending itself, and 
Ganjeh, which was of doubtful loyalty to Russia. For want of ships 
and men, Zubov was not able to make a diversionary attack on Gilan 
as he had intended. He also relied on the cooperation of the khans 
who had submitted to Russia but whose desire as well as their ability 
to fight the shah was questionable. Zubov was saved from a confron- 
tation with Aqa Mohammad by his benefactress’s death on Novem- 
ber 17. Paul, the new tsar, halted the expedition the day after Cath- 
erime’s death. Russian troops were out of the Caucasus by the spring 
of 1797, weeks before Aqa Mohammad’s return. 

Russian expansionists drew several important lessons from Cath- 
erine’s involvement in Iranian affairs. The first was that such involve- 
ment was desireable. Much of the support for this belief came from 
intellectual trends that were stimulated by the westernization of the 
Russian elite, many of whom saw their country as the equal of the 
great Western powers. Russia was powerful not only militarily but 
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also culturally and had a great civilizing mission to perform. In so 
doing, it would also become rich, as had the West through trade 
with exotic lands. Thus, Russia would acquire the badge of member- 
ship in the circle of great powers—“‘overseas”’ colonies. This attitude 
led to a habit of involvement in the Iranian marches whenever the 
status of Russia’s domestic and foreign affairs permitted. During one 
of those episodic involvements, Georgia sought and obtained a Rus- 
sian promise of protection. At the time, there was no pressing threat 
and the matter was taken rather lightly by Russia whose leaders 
thought of the agreement mostly in terms of its potential usefulness 
in some vaguely defined operations against the Porte and secondarily 
as the nucleus of a colony in western Asia. However, the factor most 
responsible for making permanent Russia’s involvement in Georgia 
was an event that, by default, was outside Russian control—the sack 
of Tbilisi in 1795. From this time on, Russia had to play a role in 
Georgia for Russia’s sake as much as Georgia’s. Catherine and her 
advisers quite rightly perceived this attack as a blow to Russian pres- 
tige. While some might have questioned whether Georgia’s relation 
to Russia ought to be closer than the existing vassalage, every official 
believed that the continuation of the present relation was the mini- 
mum consonant with Russia’s might and dignity. Russia was perma- 
nently committed to a role in the Caucasus. 

This emphasis on Georgia prompted a redefinition of the territory 
that Russia ought to bring into its orbit. The southern coast of the 
Caspian, where Catherine’s efforts had been so unsuccessful, was re- 
duced to peripheral significance. Peaceful commercial relations at 
Anzali were desirable, but the establishment of Russian protectorates 
along the coast was a distant prospect. After 1796, the region figured 
mostly in Russian deliberations as a second front in wars against the 
Qajar shahs. With the decline of interest in the southern coast, the 
economic significance of the eastern Caucasus took on new impor- 
tance. That area could become the site of the much-desired center of 
East-West trade. In addition to Georgia, the khanates with compara- 
tively large Armenian populations (Yerevan, Qarabagh, and Ganjeh) 
would be valuable assets because of the Armenians’ commercial con- 
nections elsewhere in Asia. As far as St. Petersburg was concerned, 
these khanates should rightfully become subject to Russia because 
of Erekle’s claim to suzerainty over them (on the basis of his alliance 
with Qarabagh and his attacks on the other two during the 1780s). 
Shirvan would be important for its silk and Baku for its oil and ex- 
cellent harbor. In fact, all the khanates between Georgia and the 
Caspian would have to be brought into the Russian orbit because 
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communications with Georgia made a corridor to the sea necessary. 
There was an overland route linking Tbilisi and the Caucasian Line, 
but it was narrow and steep even after Paul Potemkin made improve- 
ments since it crossed the high Caucasus. Even the key pass, the Dar- 
ial, was almost 8,000 feet high. The road was blocked by snow half 
the year and vulnerable to rock slides and floods. It was also liable 
to be cut by hostile mountain tribes, as the Russians discovered 
when their garrison in Tbilisi was cut off from the line between 1785 
and 1787 by the Chechens, who were then at war with Russia. The 
Tbilisi garrison received no pay or material from Russia as long as the 
road was cut. The hard-pressed commandant warned St. Petersburg 
of the need for a link to the Caspian.”? Finally, the 1795 attack per- 
suaded the expansionists of the need to shield Georgia with a buffer 
zone comprised of the neighboring khanates. In fact, Catherine deter- 
mined that Russia needed to have suzerainty over all the territory up 
to the Aras River, which she believed would provide a clearly defined 
and strategically defensible border.2° Moreover, she believed that this 
goal was nearly fulfilled by the 1796 expedition since Zubov obtained 
the submission of most of the khans in that region. In the minds of 
the expansionists, this gave Russia a legal claim to those khanates, no 
matter how unwilling or temporary the submission had been. 

Despite the scarcity of information about the border provinces, 
the expansionists were convinced by recurring contacts with those 
areas over a sixteen-year period that they knew how to deal with 
“Persians,” a term they used indiscriminately to describe speakers of 
Persian, Kurdish, or Azeri Turkish; Qajar shahs and their subjects or 
autonomous marchwardens. “Persians” were exceedingly venal—that 
had been proven to Russian satisfaction by consul Tumanovskii’s ac- 
cusations against Aqa Mohammad when the latter conquered Gilan in 
1786. Thus, General Gudovich quite blithely assumed in 1795 that 
he could make Aga Mohammad leave Tbilisi by offering him a bribe. 
The offer was not accepted, but there is no indication that St. Peters- 
burg disagreed with the approach, which fitted in with Catherine’s 
belief that Iranian rulers in general cared only for personal enrich- 
ment at public expense. In addition to being corrupt, “Persians”’ 
were militarily inferior to Russians. The plausibility of this convic- 
tion stemmed to a considerable degree from the fact that there had 
been no battles between Russian and Qajar armies. (The capture of 
the Voinovich mission to Astarabad had been accomplished without 
fighting.) Russians consistently underestimated the effectiveness of 
Iranian (and Caucasian) methods of warfare, which seemed so unor- 
ganized to people reared in the Western military tradition. Thus, 
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when Gudovich heard rumors that Aqa Mohammad planned to sub- 
due the eastern Caucasus in 1795, the general belittled the threat be- 
cause he considered the Qajar army weak, primitive, and disorganized. 
Although Aqa Mohammad enjoyed a number of successes in the cam- 
paign, they were against much smaller armies from the same military 
tradition. Thus, Russians had little cause to modify their assessment 
of the Qajar forces. Officials of Catherine’s reign and later repeatedly 
underestimated the number of soldiers needed to fight the “Persians.” 
With the single exception of Catherine’s son Paul, no high-ranking 
government figure realized how unsuccessful the 1796 campaign had 
been. No one in St. Petersburg knew how much trouble the guerilla 
raids be Sheikh ‘Ali of Derbent-Qobbeh caused Zubov, tying down 
about 2,000 Russian soldiers and harassing the Russians until their 
complete withdrawal in May 1797. Yet St. Petersburg thought the 
campaign was a triumph. Valerian Zubov claimed, shortly after he 
had reached Baku, that he had taken all the territory to the Aras and 
along the Caspian coast to Gilan, and he was believed. Derzhavin put 
the official assessment of the expedition into poetic form in his ode, 
“On the Return of Count Zubov from Persia,” in which the hero 
strides effortlessly from victory to victory. 

Zubov’s exaggerated claims point to a salient characteristic of Rus- 
sian involvement in the Iranian borderlands during and after Cathe- 
rine’s reign—officials in the field repeatedly evaded or directly diso- 
beyed the wishes of their superiors. St. Petersburg was not averse to 
allowing considerable leeway to its officers in the field. That seemed 
a reasonable thing to do in light of the slowness of communications 
and their limited knowledge of exotic lands. However, the effect was 
to eliminate many of the restraints St. Petersburg had built into its 
policies. During the 1780s, this excessive aggressiveness had made an 
enemy of Aqa Mohammad at a time when he might have become an 
ally. The negative consequences of such behavior were not discern- 
able in the 1796 campaign because of its abrupt termination. Unrec- 
ognized, the problem continued unchecked as Russia pursued its 
expansionist goals. 


IV 


Russian Policy: 
Questions and Continuity 


Catherine died before she could fulfill her plan to conquer the eastern 
Caucasus and turn Iran into a puppet state, so her successors, Paul 
and Alexander, had to decide whether to proceed along that course. 
Both tsars began their reigns by questioning aspects of Russian policy 
toward Iran and Caucasian borderlands. Paul accepted the motives 
for Russia’s involvement there but disagreed with the methods Cath- 
erine had employed at the close of her reign. Alexander briefly reex- 
amined his country’s objectives but soon adopted an approach that 
was as expansionist in its goals and as aggressive in its methods as his 
grandmother’s had been. Russia’s policy toward the Caucasus and 
Iran had acquired under Catherine a momentum that carried it for- 
ward despite the change of rulers. 

One of the most important reasons for the continuity in Russian 
policy toward this region was that the people who provided the ad- 
vice and information that shaped policy decisions came from a small, 
inbred group that had changed very little since Catherine’s day. Al- 
though both Paul and Alexander, and not their advisors, made their 
foreign policies, the options each entertained were effectively limited 
by the kinds of information they received. This was especially true 
in dealing with such areas as the Caucasus and Iran, which were re- 
mote from the traditional interests of most of the Russian elite. Few 
people understood, or even claimed to understand, those areas, so 
Paul and Alexander had little choice but to rely on many of the same 
ignorant or biased people that Catherine had. 
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Paul openly disapproved of many of the people and policies his 
mother had favored. He ordered a halt to the Zubov expedition on 
November 7, 1796, the day after Catherine died, and canceled the 
undertaking one month later. The Zubov brothers soon fell from 
favor and remained in eclipse until the last months of Paul’s reign. He 
also downplayed the importance of New Russia, the territory Cathe- 
rine had acquired on the Black Sea’s northern coast, where Gregory 
Potemkin and later Platon Zubov had exercised broad authority. Al- 
though Paul had bitter memories of Potemkin, he appointed as chan- 
cellor Alexander Bezborodko, who rose to prominence through his 
connection with Potemkin. Bezborodko had been an advocate of 
Russian expansion in Asia (including the Iranian marches in the Cau- 
casus) when he was Catherine’s vice chancellor. In 1797, at the height 
of his power, he emphasized the primacy of Russia’s domestic con- 
cerns over involvement in the war against France. Bezborodko’s in- 
fluence declined as his health worsened over the next two years. 
When he died in 1799, the role of foreign policy adviser was divided 
among a number of people, of whom the most important—especially 
with regard to Russia’s position in western Asia—was Fedor Rostop- 
chin, who became chancellor in August 1799. 

Rostopchin had served in Catherine’s second war against the Otto- 
man Empire and had gained diplomatic experience under Bezborod- 
ko, including his role as Bezborodko’s assistant in the negotiations 
that ended the war. During Paul’s reign, Rostopchin saw the mem- 
bers of the Bezborodko circle as his adversaries, but his views on the 
desirability of Russian expansion in Asia closely resembled those his 
former mentor had once championed. Even though Rostopchin be- 
came the foremost of Paul’s foreign policy advisers, he did not domi- 
nate the tsar. Paul was determined to be the model autocrat who was 
actively involved in every facet of government and, therefore, insis- 
ted on direct scrutiny of the minutiae of Russian diplomacy. Under 
such circumstances, Rostopchin could play a leading role in foreign 
affairs because he told Paul what he wanted to hear. Like Bezborod- 
ko, Rostopchin favored Russian involvement in Georgia because 
that kingdom could provide a base of operations against the Ottoman 
Empire. He also looked further afield to the use of Georgia and the 
khanates to the east as a commercial center for trade with India.' In 
1800, when the king of Georgia began to urge St. Petersburg to make 
his realm a province of the Russian Empire, Paul chose Rostopchin 
to negotiate the terms of annexation with the king’s emissaries. The 
chancellor was quite enthusiastic about the emissaries’ proposals: 
creation of a Russian province of Georgia with a member of the Bag- 
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ration dynasty as governor and the extension of Georgia’s boundaries 
to include territory it had ruled in earlier times when it was stronger. 
He submitted a plan based on these concepts to Paul, who endorsed 
it, although unforseen events later caused the tsar to curtail the role 
of the Bagrations. 

Another, less prominent official who played an important role in 
informing Paul was the consul Skibinevskii who had first been appoint- 
ed by Catherine in 1793 to promote Russia’s commercial interests in 
the Iranian port of Anzali. He continued to serve in that capacity, 
although the deterioration in Russo-Iranian relations had forced him 
to move to other Caspian ports. One example of the way ideas were 
transmitted from Catherine’s reign to Paul’s can be found in Skibi- 
nevskii’s report on Aqa Mohammad’s seizure of Anzali in 1786, an 
act that increased significantly the hostility between Russia and the 
' Qajar leader. The two consuls who had been directly involved in that 
event were no longer in a position to influence their superiors. Tu- 
manovskii was dead and Skilichii was in disfavor because of his inef- 
fectiveness after the conquest of Anzali. However, the former con- 
suls’ self-serving distortion of events was accepted by Skibinevskii 
and, through him, found acceptance in St. Petersburg. The State 
Council did not doubt Skibinevskii’s report that the former consuls 
were the innocent victims of Aga Mohammad’s unprincipled rapacity. 
The rest of Skibinevskii’s report set forth the attitudes toward Iran- 
ian trade that had developed during Catherine’s reign: that Russia 
could derive great economic benefit from such trade and that Russia 
ought to establish its own “factory” at Anzali in imitation of the 
commercial “factories” of various European countries in several parts 
of Asia. The State Council agreed with all the main points of the 
memorandum, as did Paul, who tried to revive Russo-Iranian trade by 
sending Skibinevskii back to Anzali in 1800.? 

Two of the people who were particularly influential in transmitting 
ideas about Asia from Catherine’s reign were the Zubov brothers, 
Platon and Valerian. Their comeback began with Paul’s general am- 
nesty of November 1800, but Alexander was the one who particular- 
ly valued their advice. Both brothers championed the argument for 
extensive Russian involvement in the Caucasus and Iran to Alexander 
and the State Council. The tsar put great trust in Platon Zubov’s opin- 
ions about Caucasian affairs. It was Platon who wrote the manifesto, 
issued in Alexander’s name, announcing the incorporation of Georgia 
into the Russian Empire. The tsar also chose him to help devise an 
administrative system for that new province. Until Platon’s death in 
1822, he continued to argue in favor of Russian expansion in the 
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eastern Caucasus and increased commerce with that region, Iran and 
India. He wrote a number of books on those themes, all published 
posthumously.? 

Valerian Zubov’s ideas made a particularly vivid impression on 
Alexander. It may well be that the younger Zubov’s arguments in 
favor of the annexation of Georgia were the ones that confirmed Al- 
exander’s determination to follow that course. That seems to be the 
most plausible inference to be drawn from the tsar’s deliberate con- 
cealment of Valerian’s proannexation memorandum from two artic- 
ulate critics, Alexander Vorontsov and Victor Kochubei, who were 
otherwise among the tsar’s most trusted advisers. Another indirect 
reflection of Valerian’s influence on Alexander is the way Kochubei 
fawned on Valerian after the decision in 1801 to annex Georgia. Ina 
strange display of humility, Kochubei, then president of the College 
of Foreign Affairs, not only accepted all the ideas in Valerian’s memo- 
randum but also praised its author as an expert on Asian affairs to 
whose judgment Kochubei felt compelled to defer. One of the strong- 
est arguments Valerian Zubov used in favor of annexation of Georgia 
was that such an action was morally incumbent on Alexander. The 
tsar echoed this theme when he justified annexation on the grounds 
that it represented the wish of the suffering Georgians as well as their 
only hope of security. The younger Zubov also repeated an argument 
formulated during Catherine’s reign and destined to have great im- 
portance in Russia’s relations with Iran for the next thirty years: 
that, in order to protect Georgia, it was essential to secure the Kura 
and Aras rivers as the border with Iran.* 

Valerian Zubov’s other major concern was trade with Asia. He re- 
capitulated for Alexander all his old arguments about the desirability 
of encouraging trade with Iran and India and the significance of Baku 
and Astarabad in that connection. Like most of the other members 
of the small circle Russians interested in Asia, he was blithely overop- 
timistic about the ease with which such ties could be established. For 
example, he informed Alexander that an excellent and safe road had 
been built by Shah ‘Abbas the Great (who ruled from 1588 until 1629), 
linking Baku with Tabriz, Tehran, Esfahan, the southern province of 
Fars, and the Persian Gulf.* Apart from the fact that a host of pub- 
lic works were spuriously attributed to Shah ‘Abbas by later genera- 
tions of Iranians is the fact that the road that linked the Caucasus 
and the commercial centers of Iran was beset with obstacles, especial- 
ly rough terrain, exposure to extremes of weather, and risk of attack 
by tribal marauders. Alexander was impressed with Valerian’s opin- 
ions on Asian trade. The tsar informed Prince Paul Tsitsianov, whom 
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he had just appointed commander-in-chief in the Caucasus, that the 
realization of Zubov’s recommendations was “highly desirable,’’ even 
though he did not expect that it would be accomplished immediately.® 
Years later, Alexander again singled out Zubov’s recommendations 
on Russo-Iranian trade as something his new ambassador to Iran, 
General Alexis Ermolov, should try to attain in his forthcoming ne- 
gotiations.’? The younger Zubov remained in Alexander’s favor until 
Zubov died in 1804. 

Both Paul and Alexander, as well as the officials who served them, 
continued Catherine’s practice of relying on Caucasian Christians for 
information. When Paul first decided to annex Georgia, he not only 
agreed to restore its lost territory but also decided to judge which 
territories were at issue solely on the basis of claims presented to him 
by Georgia’s emissaries. The area included a number of khanates to 
which Iran also had a claim and that were actually independent at 
the time. Alexander placed greater value on information from Arme- 
nians than from Georgians, especially since many Georgians com- 
plained of Russian misrule. The Russian-backed candidate for the 
Catholicos of Echmiadzin (Daniel) and other Armenians, especially 
those who had family in Iran or did business there, repeatedly pro- 
vided Russian officials with information. In 1808, Alexander reward- 
ed Daniel with the Order of St. Anne, First Class. 

Another factor in the continuity of Russian policy was the inac- 
curacy of much of the information the tsars received. Sometimes the 
mistakes were unintentional, as in the case of Valerian Zubov’s under- 
estimation of the difficulties of trading with India via Iran. Sometimes 
deliberate misrepresentations were made to ensure the victory of a 
certain point of view and the personal advantage of the informants. 
That was the case with most of the arguments presented to Paul and 
Alexander in favor of the annexation of Georgia. The College of For- 
eign Affairs, under Rostopchin’s leadership, prepared a report for 
Paul on conditions in Georgia and, in the process, wildly overestimated 
that kingdom’s strength. According to the report, Georgia had a pop- 
ulation of 800,000 and was capable of raising an army of 25,000. 
The implication was that, while Georgia needed Russian protection, 
it was strong enough not to be a burden. Yet there was much evidence 
available at that time that showed that Georgia was not nearly as 
strong as the college’s report claimed. On the specific issue of popula- 
tion, the commander of the Caucasian Line, Karl Knorring, reported 
that the kingdom had only 160,000 inhabitants.® 

Knorring himself was involved in a similar deception when Alex- 
ander revived the question of what Russia’s role in Georgia ought to 
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be. The general had a personal stake in the decision, because he hoped 
to become the first governor of the territory when it became a Rus- 
sian province. He submitted a report in which he warned that, unless 
Georgia were annexed, it would collapse and that annexation would 
guarantee Russia great economic benefits. When his opinions were 
challenged by members of the Secret Committee, Knorring admitted 
that he had deliberately slanted his report to favor the proannexation 
view and gave the excuse that he thought that was what Alexander 
wanted to hear. He added that annexation was not essential after all 
and that the needs of both Russia and Georgia could be served just 
as well by continuing the old protectorate arrangement.” 

Similar misrepresentations permeated the reports of another “ex- 
pert” in the field, Count Apollo Musin-Pushkin, whom Paul had sent 
to investigate Georgia’s mineral resources and who hoped to be put 
in charge of the mines. In his reports to Paul and Alexander, Musin- 
Pushkin emphasized the rich mineral deposits that Russia would ac- 
quire if it annexed Georgia. While the economic argument did not 
in itself determine the outcome of the controversy, it was a contri- 
buting factor. Alexander showed his interest in Musin-Pushkin’s plans 
for the exploitation of Georgia’s ores and at the same time fulfilled 
the count’s ambition by making him head of mining operations there. 
In fact, the mines had been unprofitable for years. Musin-Pushkin 
was a singularly unobservant man who believed the mines were pros- 
pering when he was surrounded by disorganization, war, and starva- 
tion. He ran the mines with a disastrous lack of success until his death 
in 1805. Those who followed him produced equally disappointing 
results. ?° 

Even though Paul and Alexander were more closely bound to 
Catherine’s expansionist goals that they realized, each tsar tried to 
begin anew with a policy of his own making. Both were compelled to 
reappraise the existing policy when they had to resolve the status of 
their predecessors’ incomplete projects. Paul had to decide whether 
to proceed with the campaign begun in 1796. Alexander had to de- 
cide whether to annex Georgia since Paul’s sudden death had left the 
new province in an ambiguous position within the empire. Even 
though it was Alexander who questioned the fundamental principles 
of Catherine’s Asian policy, it was Paul whose change of methods 
came nearer to altering the nature of Russia’s involvement in the east- 
ern Caucasus and Iran. Paul chose to recognize that there were prob- 
lems with Russia’s conduct in Asia. Alexander asked searching ques- 
tions, but, when the answers indicated that there were problems, he 
chose to shut himself off from the distressing information. 
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Paul never doubted that Russia ought to play an active role in Asia. 
Like his mother, he valued the Iranian marches for their strategic and 
economic usefulness. Paul, too, was determined to keep the Turks 
out of the area. This wariness of the Ottomans was part of Paul’s fun- 
damental outlook, not a reaction against any present Turkish threat. 
In fact, Russo-Ottoman relations were uncommonly cordial during 
Paul’s reign. Even at the start of his reign, when he seemed bent on 
doing the opposite of whatever his mother had done, he accepted the 
role of protector of Georgia and made preparations to shield it from 
the Iranian attack expected in 1797. He also shared Catherine’s focus 
on Georgia as the keystone of Russia’s Caucasian policy. Thus, he 
not only wanted to make several khanates subject to Georgia but also 
expected the neighboring khans to be willing to cooperate in Georgia’s 
defense. Like Prince Potemkin, he regarded the Armenians as valuable 
allies in the realization of Russia’s goals. He hoped to use them to 
bolster Georgia’s defenses and economy by offering land grants, cash 
bonuses, and local autonomy to Armenians who would move to 
Georgia from neighboring khanates. He also shared the hope that 
Russia would be able to organize lucrative equivalents of the trading 
establishments of several European countries in southeast Asia. His 
president of the College of Commerce, Peter Soimonov, stated the 
underlying ambition forthrightly when he argued that, if Russia were 
to build a permanent and secure outpost at Anzali, it would be able 
to trade with Iran the way Western countries traded with India. The 
tsar considered the possibility of rivaling the highly valued textiles 
of India with the products of silk and cotton mills he contemplated 
establishing at Baku. In his first, generally conciliatory message to 
the second Qajar shah, Paul insisted that the shah take measures con- 
ducive to increased Russo-Iranian trade.!! The lure of the India trade 
came to the fore again near the end of Paul’s reign when he sent an 
expedition to dispossess the British East India Company from the 
Subcontinent. The tsar wrote to the General of the Cavalry Vladimir 
Orlov, the commander of the expedition, that 


the English have their commercial establishments [in India] , which were obtained 
either by money or by arms; the goal is to destroy all this and liberate oppressed 
rulers and win [them] over to the same dependence on Russia as they have on 
England, and turn their commerce toward us. . . 


(However, Paul’s motive for attempting the conquest of India lay in 
the clash of English and Russian interests in Europe and was not a 
direct outgrowth of his attitude toward Asia.) 

If Paul’s objectives in Iran and the Caucasus were not innovative, 
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his methods of achieving them certainly were. One of his first official 
acts was to recall the Zubov expedition, not only because the project 
was connected with the circle of Catherine’s favorites so personally 
loathsome to him but also because he rightly perceived what those 
favorites refused to admit—that the expedition had been ill-conceived 
and incompetently executed.'? He followed this first step by endeav- 
oring to change the whole tone of Russia’s dealings with Iran and 
the Caucasian states from intimidation to cooperation. This change 
of tactic was not simply an indication that Paul was uninterested in 
affairs in that quarter. On the contrary, his statements and actions 
throughout his reign show how much he believed Russia could gain 
from involvement there. Moreover, this restraint in the use of force 
was more than an expedient necessitated by more pressing demands 
on Russian resources elsewhere. Paul began his reign with the deter- 
mination to keep Russia out of war. Once the Zubov expedition 
was recalled, Russia was at peace, and Paul set about improving re- 
lations with France, Britain, and the Porte. For the rest of his reign, 
he followed a consistent policy toward the Caucasus and Iran, re- 
gardless of whether he was at war elsewhere. His cautiousness in the 
matter of adding Caucasian territory to his empire was part of his 
basic diplomatic outlook in which service of a higher good was put 
ahead of self-interest. He adhered to this policy in the idealistic cru- 
sading spirit he brought to the War of the Second Coalition, and 
there can be no question of the seriousness of his commitment in 
that undertaking. Paul’s diplomacy was guided by what Norman 
Saul has described as an “‘acute, though sometimes unbalanced, 
sense of justice.”!* In dealing with the Caucasus and Iran, that 
sense of justice showed remarkable balance, especially when com- 
pared with the actions of his mother or his son. 

Although Paul’s east Caucasian policy centered on the Georgians 
and Armenians, he also tried to win the good will of the region’s 
Muslims. He took Georgia’s side in territorial disputes, but he want- 
ed to be certain that the Tbilisi government treated its Muslim 
neighbors fairly. Catherine had deliberately kept aloof from Cau- 
casian and Iranian Muslims. Even her candidate for the Iranian 
throne, Morteza Qoli Khan, was denied permission to journey to 
St. Petersburg and was kept in southeastern Russia throughout his 
years of waiting to be made shah. When Ebrahim Khalil Khan of 
Qarabagh had tried to negotiate the terms of his submission to Rus- 
sia in 1783, he was brusquely informed that the only permissible 
course of action was for him to wait for Catherine to grant him 
whatever terms she thought best. In contrast, Paul favored closer 
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contact with the Muslims of this region. Six months after his acces- 
sion, he granted an audience to a representative of Ebrahim Khalil 
and sent a cordial letter to the khan. Later, when the khans of Nakh- 
javan and Shakki voiced an interest in putting their territories under 
Russian protection, they received encouraging replies from Paul’s 
officials, who assured the khans that Paul was likely to agree to their 
requests. The khan of Nakhjavan was specifically encouraged to send 
his request directly to Paul.}5 

At the heart of Paul’s benevolent disposition toward east Caucasian 
Muslims was the pragmatic recognition that he would not make the 
strategic and economic gains he sought there if he had to fight to im- 
pose his authority on khans who did not want to be his vassals. He 
had before him the example of Valerian Zubov’s difficulties with 
Qobbeh, Qarabagh, Shirvan, and Shakki to demonstrate the hazards 
of coercive tactics. Late in his reign, when his enemies at home and 
abroad considered many of his actions proof of his detachment from 
reality, he warned his political agent in Tbilisi, ‘Do not seek to make 
acquisitions other than those who will willingly seek my protection. 
It is better to have allies who are interested in the alliance than un- 
trustworthy subjects.”!® 

Paul was unique among high-ranking members of the Russian gov- 
ernment of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in that 
he could conceive of Iranians and Caucasians as having their own 
legitimate self-interests apart from those of Russia. This realization, 
combined with the tsar’s desire to keep Russia out of war at the start 
of his reign, caused him to relent from Catherine’s determination to 
destroy Aqa Mohammad. Paul would not yield an iota on the matter 
of the two empires’ conflicting claims in the Caucasus, but he also 
saw the conflict as limited to a few specific, soluble disputes, not as 
a fundamental confrontation between the forces of enlightened civi- 
lization and Asian barbarism, as Catherine had come to view the mat- 
ter. Shortly after coming to the throne, Paul sent Gudovich a very 
interesting message to be transmitted to the shah. The central theme 
was that Aqa Mohammad’s position would never be secure so long as 
he persisted in claiming territory north of the Kura and the Aras or 
acted in a hostile manner toward Russia.!’ Apart from demonstrating 
Paul’s preference for deterrence over head-on confrontation, the mes- 
sage also showed Paul’s willingness to accept Aqa Mohammad as the 
legitimate ruler of Iran south of the two rivers and his desire for ami- 
cable dealings with those who would reciprocate. This attempt to 
find a modus vivendi for Russia and Iran depended on a territorial 
concession neither side was willing to make. Unpredictable develop- 
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ments spared Paul from having to find a way to reconcile that con- 
flict with the conciliatory diplomacy he favored. Aqa Mohammad 
launched another campaign in the Caucasus in the spring of 1797. 
He advanced as far as Qarabagh but was assassinated on June 17, a 
few days after the fall of Shusha, by two slaves whose execution he 
had ordered for the next day. His army disbanded and a struggle for 
the throne broke out. 

With the removal of Aqa Mohammad, greater opportunities emerged 
for Paul to follow a conciliatory policy toward Iran. The task was 
facilitated by the new shah, Fath ‘Ali, who sometime at the end of 
1798 or the beginning of 1799 sent several cordial notes to Paul. 
There were a number of other indications that this was an opportune 
time to improve Russo-Iranian relations. 

The Russians believed that Fath ‘Ali was not strong enough politi- 
cally or militarily to threaten Russian interests. In the context of 
eighty years of political warfare in Iran, there seemed to be a good 
reason for Paul and those around him not to expect the new shah, 
who had to battle several rivals, to be secure in his position. (In reality, 
the fighting was one-sided and the issue was resolved by August 1798.) 
Reports to Russian officials indicated that Fath ‘Ali was too weak 
to establish his authority as far north as the area claimed by Russia 
and that he was preoccupied by a serious challenge at the northeast- 
ern end of his domains in Khorasan, which the Afghan ruler Zaman 
Shah Dorrani also claimed.’® To Paul, Fath ‘Ali was just one of 
several men who ruled some part of Iran. The tsar directed his agents 
to deal with “all other Persian rulers” as well as Fath ‘Ali and addressed 
the shah by his precoronation name, Baba Khan, and the nonroyal 
title, sardar (general).!9 Since Russian authorities tried to keep 
abreast of current developments in Iran and the tone of Paul’s letter 
was friendly, neigther ignorance of the change of name—which took 
place the year before Paul wrote the letter—nor a desire to insult the 
shah suffices to explain the form of address. In addition to the fact 
that Russian authorities considered Fath ‘Ali’s position less exalted 
than the latter claimed, they also received information that he might 
well lose the territory then under his control. According to a report 
by Kovalenskii, a Russian political agent in Georgia, Fath ‘Ali’s army 
was turbulent and cumbersomely large and would overthrow him at 
the first sign of weakness. Other reports led the Russians to believe 
that the Qajar army, regardless of its disruptive potential in Iranian 
politics, was an ill-trained, ill-supplied, undisciplined mob that could 
be disposed of easily by a small number of Russian troops. The shah 
was believed to be a drunkard who was “not suited to great under- 
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takings” and who allowed others, including his mother and boon 
companions as well as some able people, to run the government.”° 

While Paul believed he was dealing from strength in his relations 
with Fath ‘Ali, he never tried to browbeat the shah. Instead, he made 
gestures of good will in the hope of establishing mutually beneficial 
relations between the two countries. Even before he received Fath 
‘Ali’s letters, Paul took steps to counter the belligerent tone of 
Catherine’s dealings with Iran. He discontinued his mother’s ban on 
the navigation of the Caspian by Iranian naval vessels, insisting that 
nothing be done to hamper their movement as long as they did not 
interfere with Russian shipping. As much as he anticipated the riches 
to be derived from Russo-Iranian commerce, he rejected the advice 
of his officials that it was essential that the Russian commercial base 
at Anzali include a stone fort. It had been the construction of such 
a fort there in the 1780s that had done so much to persuade Hedaya- 
tollah and Aqa Mohammad that Russia was their enemy. Character- 
istic of Paul’s attempt to be fair and reasonable in his dealings with 
Iran was the way he instructed Fath ‘Ali in the duties of a good 
neighbor, requiring that the shah take no action hostile to Russia 
while also setting the same standard for himself and his allies, includ- 
ing the king of Georgia and Kovalenskii, who were to be good neigh- 
bors to the shah.”! 

This did not mean that the tsar shrank from defending Russia’s in- 
terests. In military matters, he demanded the punishment of Iranians 
who had encouraged anti-Russian actions during the Zubov campaign 
and required the shah to allow the use of any Caspian port by any 
Russian vessel in need, even warships. In commercial matters, he in- 
sisted that the shah had no right to interfere with a Russian consul’s 
exercise of his duties anywhere in Iran and wanted the shah to guar- 
antee that Russian merchants would no longer be required to pay im- 
port tariffs once they had paid at the port of entry. Even in pressing 
these demands, Paul tried to show that he was not being unfair. He 
promised that no warships would approach Iranian ports unless they 
were in difficulty and cited Russian practice in taxing imports by 
Iranian merchants as the basis for the treatment he wanted for Rus- 
sian merchants in Iran. 

In addition, Paul made a number of friendly gestures toward Iran. 
He ordered the release of Iranian merchants who had been caught 
trying to leave Astrakhan with gold currency and metal wares, the 
export of which had been prohibited by law until 1798. He further 
agreed to the shah’s request that Iranian merchants be allowed to 
buy thousands of tons of iron and steel, which were still subject to 
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export restrictions. The official reply to Fath ‘Ali’s letter was accom- 
panied by a number of gifts, including a jewel-studded clock and 
some sable pelts. Later, Paul sent consul Skibinevskii back to Anzali 
to promote Russo-Iranian trade. The instructions to the consul em- 
phasized that he was not to do anything that might antagonize the 
Iranians but, instead, was to win their ‘‘trust and love.’’ Paul did not 
expect the Iranians to do anything antagonistic, but, if any difficul- 
ties did develop, Skibinevskii was not to adopt a hostile stance, still 
less to call in the Russian military; instead, he was advised to appeal 
to higher officials in the Iranian government or, at worst, move to 
another location.”” 

The most striking example of Paul’s moderation in dealing with 
Iran was the way he responded to the likelihood of an Iranian attack 
on Georgia in 1800. Paul was willing to fight, if necessary, to prevent 
a repetition of the horrors of 1795, but he did not believe matters 
would ever become that desperate. When rumors of the impending 
attack reached him in 1799, his first reaction was to look for a way 
to reduce Iranian hostility instead of assuming that armed conflict 
was inevitable. With that in mind, he twice sent word to the shah 
that there was no cause to fear Russia and that he, Paul, desired only 
good relations and increased trade. In 1800, when the Iranian cam- 
paign in the eastern Caucasus was imminent, Paul began to prepare 
for military action; yet, he sought a way to minimize the conflict or 
avoid it altogether. He sent reinforcements to the Russian garrison 
in Tbilisi but hoped that the mere report of the strengthening of the 
garrison might deter an attack. Most of all, he did not want to jump 
to the conclusion that conflict between Russia and Iran was ines- 
capable. Given his impression of Fath ‘Ali as someone who was in 
the process of establishing his authority over various truculent pro- 
vincial lords, Paul considered the possibility that the real target of 
the campaign might be not Georgia but some other border district 
to which the shah had a perfectly legitimate claim. In that case, 
Georgian soldiers might even cooperate with those of the shah to 
restore a part of his dominions.” 

In fact, Paul was partially correct. The shah’s objectives in 1800 
did include territories like Khoi, which Russia did not claim, but 
they also included Georgia and its neighbors, which Paul would not 
recognize as part of Iran. However, Paul was saved once again by 
events outside his control from having to grapple with the conflict 
between his desire for amicable relations with Iran and the irrecon- 
cilable conflict between the two empires’ territorial claims in the 
eastern Caucasus. That region was not the shah’s principal target in 
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1800. His main force was sent to oppose the Afghans in Khorasan. 
The smaller force sent to the Caucasus managed to besiege Khoi and 
Yerevan and to approach the borders of Georgia. However, the ex- 
pected support from Turcoman tribes along the Georgian border 
and dissident members of the Bagration family failed to materialize. 
Georgia itself was not attacked. The Iranian army had no victories 
before its recall at the end of August. In the remaining seven months 
of his reign, Paul was not faced with any further attempts to enforce 
the shah’s claim to disputed provinces. The Iranian army did not re- 
sume operations in the northwest until the summer of 1802, more 
than a year after Paul’s assassination. 

One aspect of Paul’s attitude toward the disputed border territor- 
ies that seems out of keeping with his general restraint is his decision 
to make Georgia an integral part of his empire, thus ending rule by 
the ancient line of Bagration kings. Yet, even in this case, Paul acted 
much less aggressively than the simple fact of annexation would ap- 
pear to indicate. The most important factor in his decision lay out- 
side his control—the critical weakness of the Georgian kingdom. King 
Erekle died early in 1798. Without that once strong and respected 
ruler in command, the country seemed on the verge of anarchy and 
civil war. Giorgi, the new king, evinced a desire to remedy his coun- 
try’s problems, but he was ineffectual and in failing health. His rela- 
tives prepared for the struggle for the throne that all expected to 
follow his impending death. There was a possibility that some of the 
pretenders to the throne might call upon Iran or the Ottoman Em- 
pire for support or that either state would on its own initiative move 
in to fill the vacuum resulting from Georgia’s collapse. 

Giorgi sent representatives to ask Paul to make the kingdom a 
Russian province, with the Bagrations to serve as its governors. At 
the same time, these representatives and Paul’s Russian advisers held 
forth the picture of the increase in trade with Asia to be derived 
from the annexation.24 However, Paul had cause to wonder whether 
annexation would be enough. While a Bagration remained the chief 
official in Georgia, there was a possibility that he could be the spokes- 
man for fellow countrymen dissatisfied with Russian rule. Giorgi had 
tried to pressure Paul into establishing a large, permanent garrison in 
Tbilisi by threatening to submit to Iran unless Russia satisfied his de- 
fense needs. If a 1798 letter purportedly from Giorgi to Fath ‘Ali is 
authentic, which a Georgian source seems to confirm, the king was 
quite serious about his threat. After lamenting the foolishness of 
Erekle’s rebellion against Aqa Mohammad, Giorgi affirmed: 
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From the truth of ancient chronicles and the records of the Safavi state, I know 
that Teflis [Tbilisi] is a part of Iran and a dependency of the nation-conquering 
Qizilbash Sultans [Safavi shahs]. I consider myself one of the servants and de- 
pendents of the state of the most exalted ‘Alid Shah of Iran.?° 


On December 18, 1800, Paul signed the decree making Georgia a 
part of the Russian Empire. Although the decree did not mention 
whether the Bagrations would be governors of the province, Paul sent 
word that he would recognize Giorgi’s eldest son David as governor 
if David could obtain Georgian backing. Ten days later, Giorgi died. 
The Russian garrison commander acted in accordance with Paul’s 
earlier instructions by setting up a temporary executive, which in- 
cluded himself, another of Giorgi’s sons, and a member of the Geor- 
gian bureaucracy. This action was extremely unpopular with the rest 
of Giorgi’s sons, who began attacking rival cliques. The situation 
rapidly became more and more confusing. In January 1801, the 
Georgian negotiators returned home from St. Petersburg carrying 
Paul’s message about the possibility of recognizing Prince David as 
governor. Then in February, the annexation manifesto was finally 
published in Tbilisi, further complicating the situation since it made 
no mention of the Bagrations’ official position. The negotiators had 
just arrived in St. Petersburg to work for a clarification of the new 
administrative system when Paul was assassinated on March 11, 1801. 
It remained for Alexander to decide the status of Georgia. 

In terms of Russia’s role in western Asia, the annexation meant 
more than the acquisition of Georgian territory. As Paul’s letter to 
Fath ‘Ali showed, the tsar was convinced that all the territory up to 
the Kura and Aras rivers constituted a zone that had to be under 
Russian influence at the very least if Georgia were to be defended. 
Moreover, discussions of Russia’s role in Georgia were inseparable 
from discussions of the hoped-for expansion of Russia’s trade with 
Iran and other parts of Asia. In a different sense, the annexation 
showed how little connection there was in official thinking between 
decisions regarding this region and developments elsewhere. Paul was 
concerned about the danger of Ottoman expansion eastward in the 
Caucasus even though his relations with the Porte on all other matters 
were excellent. The threat of French expansion in the Levant did not 
play a major role in shaping Paul’s decision about Georgia. The French 
army and navy in the eastern Mediterranean had already suffered de- 
cisive defeats, which eliminated France as a powerful influence there. 
In fact, the removal of the French threat there was a principle factor 
in the creation of a Franco-Russian alliance in November 1800.*° 
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Nor was the annexation part of a Russian plan, with or without French 
participation, for extensive conquests in Asia that were to culminate 
in the conquest of India. The purported Franco-Russian plan is most 
probably a forgery. Even if it were authentic, the plan called for an 
invasion route that did not involve any part of the Caucasus. The 
same is true for the expedition Paul really sent to expel the British 
from India. In fact, the decision to send Russian troops to India in 
1801 was an outgrowth of Russia’s conflicts in Europe. Russia and 
Britain were then at war, and Paul, like many of the British them- 
selves, believed that the best way to strike at Brita would be to 
strike where it was most vulnerable—in India.?” 

The attempted conquest of India was but the latest in a series of 
Paul’s unpopular actions in the foreign and domestic spheres. On the 
night of March 11, he was assassinated in a palace coup that put his 
twenty-three-year-old son Alexander on the throne. Like his father, 
the new tsar began his reign with the determination to keep Russia 
out of war. Therefore, while he continued amicable relations with 
France, he also achieved a reconciliation with Britain, Austria, and 
Prussia. The day after he came to the throne, he canceled the expe- 
dition, which was still far from reaching India. He refused to estab- 
lish a Russian garrison on Malta but agreed to send troops to the 
Ionian Republic. In these two cases, the bases for his decisions were 
clear. Russia did not yet have any troops in Malta—which Alexander 
wanted restored to its former sovereign, the king of Naples—but 
Russia had occupied the Ionian Islands briefly under Paul and still 
had considerable political influence there.. 

In contrast, Alexander was uncertain about how to resolve the 
status of Georgia. At the heart of his concern was the issue of the 
legitimate rights of monarchs. He asked the State Council to decide 
whether he would commit an offense against the heirs to the Georgian 
throne if he approved the annexation of Georgia. The debate over 
the future of that kingdom was really about the whole of Russia’s 
policy toward the Caucasus and Iran, so intimately connected had 
these themes become. The ‘“‘experts”—the Zubovs, Knorring, and 
Musin-Pushkin—favored annexation, as did most members of the 
Council.2®> However, for the first time since the 1780s, there were 
trusted counselors who challenged all the standard assumptions of 
what Russia might gain by establishing a foothold in the eastern Cau- 
casus. The debate marked the culmination of a crucial stage in the 
shaping of Russian attitudes toward Iran and the Caucasian border- 
lands. Once Georgia had been made an integral part of the Russian 
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Empire, there could no more be a retreat from the beliefs that jus- 
tified annexation than there could be from the annexation itself. 

Alexander chose two members of his closest circle of advisers, 
Alexander Vorontsov and Victor Kochubei, to scrutinize all the 
records of Paul’s involvement in Georgia. Their report, presented 
to the tsar in July of 1801, concluded that the annexation of Geor- 
gia was not in the best interests of that country or of Russia. In 
their knowledgeable, well-reasoned argument, the two men deftly 
undermined the expansionists’ case. With regard to the defense of 
European Russia’s southeastern provinces, Vorontsov and Kochubei 
asserted that the Caucasian Line, north of the mountains, was much 
more advantageous strategically than an outpost in Georgia. That 
kingdom would be better protected by stationing a Russian garrison 
there as a deterrent and keeping the Bagration dynasty in power 
than by annexation, which would only serve to provoke Iran or the 
Porte. The authors showed how claims of Georgia’s economic and 
military strength and its inhabitants’ desire to become Russian sub- 
jects were grossly distorted. They also exposed the fallacies of the 
ambitious schemes for increased Asian trade based on a commercial 
center along the Caspian coast. Apart from the unfavorable omen of 
the long decline in Russia’s Caspian trade, the authors pointed to 
the high cost in men and money of Peter the Great’s establishments 
on the inhospitable Caspian coast. Above all, Vorontsov and Kochu- 
bei opposed expansion in this part of Asia because they believed it 
would distract the government from its proper task of solving do- 
mestic problems. The rest of Alexander’s Secret Committee—his 
friends Adam Czartoryski, Paul Stroganov, and Nicholas Novosil’tsev 
—endorsed these opinions.”? 

Alexander’s reaction to the opinions of the people whose advice 
he usually valued was quite remarkable. General Knorring had acci- 
dentally hit on the truth when he stated his belief that Alexander 
wanted to hear arguments in favor of annexation. The tsar accepted 
the opinions of Knorring, who admitted to lying in his report, and 
the Zubovs, whose arguments were corroborated only by their repu- 
tation as experts, while he rejected the report based on a perceptive 
analysis of the documents of the preceding reign. In August 1801, 
Alexander made it known that he believed the incorporation of 
Georgia into the Russian Empire to be necessary because that was 
the wish of the Georgian people and because the failure to take such 
action would lead to Georgia’s collapse. In addition, he took steps 
to ensure that there would be no further criticism of the proannexa- 
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tion view. Not only did he conceal Valerian Zubov’s memorandum 
from Vorontsov and Kochubei, he also gave Knorring complete con- 
trol over foreign relations in the Caucasus when he assigned the gen- 
eral to win over the Armenians and the khans of that region.*° Thus, 
Alexander bypassed the customary administrative organization, 
which would have made Knorring responsible to the College of For- 
eign Affairs, of which Kochubei was about to become president. 

The Soviet historian A. V. Fadeev has asserted that Kochubei, 
Vorontsov, and Novosil’tsev all opposed the annexation of Georgia 
because they feared that the annexation would jeopardize Russia’s 
improved relations with Britain.3! It would be reasonable to expect 
some connection between Russian foreign policy in Europe and the 
Caucasus. Nonetheless, it is striking how little the major foreign polli- 
cy concerns of the Napoleonic era affected Russia’s actions in the 
eastern Caucasus or its relations with Iran. Kochubei and Vorontsov 
minced no words in enumerating the reasons not to annex Georgia, 
yet they never mentioned the possibility of damaging Anglo-Russian 
relations. Moreover, both men continued to favor amicable relations 
with Britain even after they reversed their stand on the Caucasus. Al- 
exander himself endorsed annexation two months after the signing 
of the Anglo-Russian Convention (June 17, 1801), a major step in 
the reconciliation of the two countries. Russia’s relations with Bri- 
tain remained peaceful until 1807, even though Alexander pursued 
and expansionist policy in the Caucasus at the same time. In 1801, 
neither Russia nor Britain perceived the eastern Caucasus as an arena 
where their interests clashed. In fact, British authorities determinedly 
refused to share Iran’s concern over the growth of Russian power in 
the Caucasus until several years after the start of the Russo-Iranian 
War. Even then, Britain was drawn into the conflict not to counter 
Russia but to prevent France from gaining influence over Iran by 
helping it wage the war.?? Alexander separated Russia’s diplomatic 
concerns in Europe from those in Asia, in direct contrast to Paul’s 
attempt to weaken Britain by attacking India. In 1807 and 1808, 
when Russia was again allied with France against Britain, Napoleon 
pressed Alexander to join in a campaign, which would also include 
Iranians, to expel the British from India. Alexander foresaw a host 
of obstacles and concluded that the allied armies would be defeated 
by the difficulties of the journey before reaching India. Therefore, 
he avoided making a firm commitment by promising to reflect on 
the merits of the plan but hoping, in the meantime, to trade his 
assent for concessions from Napoleon regarding the Ottoman Empire. 
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No acceptable concessions were made, and the Indian campaign be- 
came a dead issue.** 

In the year following Alexander’s decision to incorporate Georgia 
into the Russian Empire, he elaborated his policy toward the eastern 
Caucasus and Iran. That policy, which advocated expansion in order 
to make Georgia secure and encourage trade with Asia, was consis- 
tent with the ideas that had developed over the preceding twenty 
years. Even though there were practical difficulties in reaching some 
of his goals, Alexander held to the same basic approach until Russia 
achieved victory over Iran. 

During this year of policy formulation, the tsar repeatedly linked 
expansion with the upholding of Russia’s imperial dignity, as he 
would do again many times in later years. He was deeply affected by 
Knorring’s argument that countermanding Paul’s annexation order 
would dishonor Russia in the eyes of Europe and Asia.** The 1801 
manifesto that proclaimed the annexation of Georgia voiced a similar 
theme. Even though the words were Platon Zubov’s, they were writ- 
ten with Alexander’s approval. According to the manifesto, Paul had 
denied the Georgians the protection they were entitled to expect 
from Russia because he recalled the 1796 expedition. Then, Alexan- 
der, motivated solely ‘dignity, honor, and humanity,’’ would once 
again fulfill the “sacred duty” of making Georgia safe.°5 Alexander 
returned to this theme of imperial dignity at the end of the formula- 
tive period when he demanded that Russia’s candidate for the hotly 
contested leadership of the Armenian Church (the office of Catholi- 
cos of Echmiadzin) be supported by all interested parties as a matter 
of respect for Russian authority. *° 

A corollary of this concern over the imperial dignity was the desire 
to humble the shah. During the early stage of Alexander’s involve- 
ment in Caucasian affairs, he did not expect the shah to be a serious 
opponent. In keeping with the axioms developed during the two pre- 
ceding reigns, the tsar saw Iran as the victim of recurring civil wars 
from which one contestant emerged briefly as the strongest among 
the rivals. Accordingly, Alexander viewed Fath ‘Ali Shah as merely 
one of several regional despots. If Fath ‘Ali were to attack Georgia, 
Alexander hoped to use the other regional chiefs against him. This 
view of the restricted nature of the shah’s authority did not cause 
Alexander, as it had Paul, to be willing to risk a conciliatory approach 
toward a presumably weak opponent. Alexander regarded the shah 
as a troublemaker who would certainly pursue an anti-Russian policy 
if not kept in his place. Therefore, Alexander ordered Knorring to 
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conquer Yerevan at the first sign that the shah planned to attack it, 
even if there were no indication that Georgia would be the next tar- 
get, in order to guarantee that Fath ‘Ali had no victories to embolden 
him. Alexander also refused to continue Paul’s policy of tolerating 
the navigation of the Caspian by armed Iranian ships as long as they 
did not interfere with Russian shipping. He further looked forward 
to the time when his country’s merchant fleet would be large enough 
to handle all the Caspian trade so that Iranian merchant shipping 
could be banned as well.?7 

Another facet of Alexander’s belief in Russia’s superiority was his 
confidence that the example of Russian rule in Georgia would per- 
suade local Muslims that they should put themselves under his pro- 
tection. Part of the attraction would lie in Russia’s military might, 
which would make local khans realize that the best guarantee of 
their security would be the stationing of Russian garrisons in their 
capitals.3° In a broader sense, he believed in the irresistible attrac- 
tiveness of enlightened Russian rule. He predicted that, when the 
newly appointed governor-general—Paul Tsitsianov—established law 
and order in Georgia, people in neighboring khanates would want 
the same benefits for themselves. Tsitsianov’s first objective 


. must naturally be to clarify the confused system of affairs there [Georgia] 
and by mild and just but still quite firm behavior endeavor to gain for the Rus- 
sian government the trust, not only of Georgia but of various neighboring 
states where they are accustomed to see only the cruelty of Persian power. They 
will regard every act of a strong state founded on justice and strength as, so to 
speak, supernatural. [In doing this you] ought to win their favor to it [Russian 
rule] quickly.°? 


The tsar’s hopes of a mutually beneficial Russian presence in the 
eastern Caucasus led him to the conclusion that it was essential for 
Russia to take control of the entire region as far south as the Kura 
and Aras rivers, although that might imvolve vassalage agreements 
and not necessarily the elimination of all local governments. He was 
convinced that only a border defined by those two rivers would be 
strategically defensible. Pointing to a map, he told the Secret Com- 
mittee that, if Russia did not fill in the gaps in its Caucasian holdings 
as far as the two rivers, the border would be too long and too irregu- 
lar for his troops to prevent incursions.*® He also wanted to make 
certain that each ruler in this zone followed a pro-Russian policy. 
Shakki, Shirvan, and Baku had to be under his suzerainty in order 
to establish a corridor linking Georgia and the Caspian. With that 
route secured, Russia would be spared the burden of sending sup- 
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plies to Georgia “by the difficult route across the Caucasus Moun- 
tains.”*! Yerevan and Ganjeh had to have Russian garrisons in their 
capitals in order to create a buffer zone around Georgia, which in 
Alexander’s opinion, had no natural defenses near its borders. Ironi- 
cally, the tsar was especially concerned about the danger of an at- 
tack via Yerevan, which is separated from Georgia proper by the 
desert and mountains of the sparsely populated border district of 
P’ambak. In the next few years, when Russian generals made two 
unsuccessful attempts to conquer Yerevan, they blamed their fail- 
ures on the difficulty thrown in their way by the harsh terrain separ- 
ating that khanate from Georgia.*? 

Alexander’s decision to embark upon an expansionist course in 
the eastern Caucasus was the first of many occasions when, in dealing 
with that area, he allowed himself to be won over by men who advo- 
cated aggressive policies. Two of the most important of these later 
occasions took place at the beginning and end of his war with Iran: 
when General Tsitsianov was given free rein to embark on a series of 
conquests that contributed materially to the outbreak of war; and, 
in the postwar negotiations, when General Ermolov persuaded Alex- 
ander not to make even a token territorial restoration to Iran. 

When Alexander committed the Russian Empire to permanent 
and active involvement in Caucasian affairs, he was confident of easy 
success. He expected the Caucasians to welcome Russia as their bene- 
factor and the Iranians to be incapable of threatening his secure and 
prosperous Caucasian domains. Russia, too, would prosper from its 
expanded trade with Asia. What he found as he pursued his chosen 
course was widespread opposition throughout the area he wished to 
control and a decade of war on four fronts that exacted a high toll 
in men and money. 


VO 


Russia’s Conquest 
of the Eastern Caucasus 


Russian historians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have 
generally characterized their country’s acquisition of the eastern Cau- 
casus as a progressive step that was welcomed by most of the region’s 
inhabitants. As one author described it, the Russian takeover meant 
“the liberation of Transcaucasian peoples from a foreign yoke.’’! In 
reality, Russia’s attempt to extend its border to the Kura and the 
Aras met with considerable opposition from local Muslims as well as 
from Iran. The principal factor in the Russian takeover was force, 
direct or threatened. After nine years of warfare, Iran recognized 
Russian sovereignty over most of the territory north of the two rivers 
as well as Talesh, but it took fifteen years and another war with Iran 
before Russia acquired the last two khanates, Yerevan and Nakhjavan. 
While armed conflict between Russia and Iran influenced the course 
of events in every khanate, only in three—Yerevan, Nakhjavan, and 
Talesh—was it the most important factor. Elsewhere the contest was 
primarily between Russia and the local leaders. For generations they 
had profited from the weaknesses of neighboring empires by assert- 
ing their own autonomy. They continued to pursue their traditional 
objective, then including Russia and Iran in their maneuverings. Thus, 
a khan might side with Russia if ar. Iranian threat seemed more press- 
ing or the reverse if Russia seemed bent on controlling the khanate’s 
affairs. For some khans, this strategy degenerated into a frantic strug- 
gle to appease both sides. Except for Mostafa Khan of Shirvan, every 
khan who submitted to Russia abjured that submission. A number of 
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would-be khans also tried to use one or both of the competing em- 
pires in order to supplant the incumbent. Some khans had very little 
room to maneuver because of military weaknesses or the disaffection 
of the governed. While the pattern of events after 1801 bore a resem- 
blance to the Zubov era, there were also some very important differ- 
ences. That year saw the beginning of permanent Russian involve- 
ment in the Caucasus. There would be no sudden disengagement as 
there had been in 1796. Especially after the arrival of General Tsit- 
sianov in 1803, Russia began to employ greater force and in more ex- 
treme formes than it had before. At the same time, the Qajar govern- 
ment of Iran was in a position to be more assertive of its own claim 
to the region. 

The period between Paul’s decision to annex Georgia and the be- 
ginning of Tsitsianov’s command was a transitional one in which Rus- 
sia tried unsuccessfully to negotiate the submission of three of the four 
khanates of Iranian Armenia: Ganjeh, Nakhjavan, and Yerevan. 
Events of this period belie the truism that greater contact between 
alien cultures always leads to greater understanding and good will. 
Lieutenant-General Knorring, who represented Russia in the negotia- 
tions, could not understand why the khans were so uncooperative 
and ascribed it to malevolence, while the difficulties in the negotia- 
tions made the khans increasingly mistrustful of Russia. As a result, 
not only were specific points of contention left unresolved but the 
whole climate of relations between Russian officials and Caucasian 
Muslims worsened. 

The essence of the problem was that the khans were looking for 
an alliance that would bring them clear benefits in terms of protect- 
ing the khanates from conquest by Iran and bolstering the khans’ 
position in local feuds, but each suspected that the kind of alliance 
Russia offered would be one-sidedly in Russia’s favor. This ought to 
have been a golden opportunity for Russia to achieve an important 
part of its objectives in the eastern Caucasus, since each of the three 
khans was seriously interested in obtaining Russian protection. Nakh- 
javan was weak, vulnerable strategically to an Iranian attack, and at 
that particular time, engaged in a dispute with the pasha of Kars. 
Yerevan was involved in the same dispute and had been subject to 
Iranian attacks aimed at forcing it into submission, most recently in 
1800. Since members of the Georgian royal family were at odds with 
Russia, Ganjeh was able to pursue its existing anti-Bagration policy 
and give it a pro-Russian coloring by blocking the effort of one of 
King Erekle’s sons to seize the throne with the help of Avar tribes- 
men of the high Caucasus. 
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Russia was unable to profit from the favorable situation in Iranian 
Armenia because St. Petersburg put a higher priority on interests that 
clashed with those of the khans. Given Russia’s commitment to Geor- 
gian territorial integrity, it could not possibly support the claims of 
Ganjeh and Yerevan to the districts along their borders with Georgia. 
The alliance between Russia and the Ottoman Empire was an enor- 
mously important part of Russia’s foreign policy and could not have 
been jeopardized by supporting an attack by Yerevan and Nakhjavan 
on the border province of Kars. However, the fact that Russia fol- 
lowed these policies and the way in which it carried them out guar- 
anteeed the failure of negotiations with the khans of Iranian Armenia. 
As was often to be the case in Russia activities in the eastern Caucasus, 
the actions of officials in the border zone made St. Petersburg’s polli- 
cies even more aggressive than their superiors had intended. Knorring 
showed a certain favorable disposition toward Mohammad Khan of 
Yerevan. The frustration of trying to satisfy conflicting interests and 
his personal biases drove the general to fulminate against the chosen 
scapegoats for his dilemma. Although state policy obliged him to 
oppose Yerevani and Ganjevi claims to Georgian border districts, he 
received information from Kovalenskii in Tbilisi and the pro-Russian 
tribe of Qazzaq Turcomans (who lived along the disputed border) 
that indicated there was indeed a historic basis for the two khans’ 
claims. Knorring would never acknowledge this either to the khans 
or to his superiors. In fact, his reports to his superiors cited these 
claims as proof of the threat both khans posed to Georgia’s security. 
He first used this argument as a way to persuade Alexander that fur- 
ther delay in the annexation of Georgia exposed it to great peril but 
continued to present the khans’ motives in a negative light even after 
that question had been decided.” Whatever the merits of the claims 
of Yerevan and Nakhjavan against Kars, Knorring sided with the 
pasha to the point of sending Russian troops to defend him from a 
Nakhjavani attack. Several hundred of the khan’s soldiers were killed 
in the battle. 

Perhaps the Russians had counted on the three khans’ fear of Iran 
to make them concede whatever Russia wanted in return for military 
protection. The opposite proved to be the case, and the khans turned 
away from Russia as a benefactor. Mohammad of Yerevan and Javad 
of Ganjeh protested against Russian favoritism, pointing out that the 
interests of some of Russia’s friends were supported at the expense 
of other friends and that the promised benefits of submission to Rus- 
sia were illusory. Moreover, they doubted whether Russian protec- 
tion would be available no matter what concessions the khans might 
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make. In light of a generation of cyclical engagement and disengage- 
ment by Russia, many Caucasians must have expected Alexander to 
reverse his father’s expansionist policy. Kalb ‘Ali of Nakhjavan voiced 
particular concern over this issue.? As a result of all these problems, 
the three khans turned against Russia. Javad supported the same 
Bagration prince he had lately opposed and died in 1804 while wait- 
ing for Iranian troops to save him from Russian conquest. Mohammad 
and Kalb ‘Ali participated in Iran’s Caucasian campaigns of 1802 and 
1804. 

One of the most striking indications of the Muslims’ low estimate 
of the value of the Russian presence is that the fourth khan of Iranian 
Armenia (Ebrahim Khalil of Qarabagh), who as an ally of Georgia 
and a foe of the Qajars should have been the most eager for Russian 
protection, did not even try to negotiate an alliance but sided with 
Iran instead. He had managed to regain control over Qarabagh after 
Aqa Mohammad’s assassination, but his realm was so badly weak- 
ened by the fighting and natural disasters of the 1790s that he could 
no longer be an arbiter of east Caucasian affairs. The khanate was 
further depopulated by the emigration of Armenians whom Paul had 
invited to settle in an uninhabited district of Georgia. Therefore, 
when Fath ‘Ali Shah demanded Ebrahim Khalil’s submission, the 
khan complied with every stipulation, including the sending of a son 
as hostage and a daughter to be the shah’s wife. (She later became an 
influential figure at the Iranian court.) Ebrahim Khalil made the sym- 
bolic gesture of submission by minting coins bearing the shah’s name. 
In return, the alliance brought him demonstrable economic, political, 
and military benefits, which Russia seemed unable to offer. The fact 
that Aqa Mohammad had conquered Qarabagh twice and that Fath 
‘Ali repeatedly campaigned in the eastern Caucasus made it seem 
plausible that Iran would defend its new ally. Moreover, the shah 
helped Ebrahim Khalil compensate for the collapse of Qarabagh’s 
economy by giving him the revenue of a district across the Aras River. 
In 1802, the shah decided he would also support the return to power 
of Ebrahim Khalil’s ally and son-in-law Salim, who had ruled Shakki 
in 1796 and 1797. Ebrahim Khalil not only accepted Iranian suzer- 
ainty but also embarked on a course of active hostility toward Russia 
and Georgia. He supported a Bagration pretender, raided Georgia 
several times, and participated in Fath ‘Ali’s 1802 campaign. 

Thus, at the moment Alexander was ready to launch his new Cau- 
casian policy, Russia’s prestige there had fallen to a new low. Russia 
was not even feared, much less admired as Alexander earnestly hoped 
it would be. Knorring occasionally threatened khans with harsh pun- 
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ishment for their uncooperativeness, but he never made good his 
threat. Even in the dispute involving Kars and Nakhjavan, Russian ac- 
tion was limited to the defense of the pashalik; no punitive measures 
were taken against Nakhjavan. This situation changed dramatically 
once Paul Tsitsianov took charge of Caucasian affairs in 1803. There 
could no longer be any doubt about the permanence of Russia’s in- 
volvement in Caucasian affairs. As for the style of that nvolvement, 
Tsitsianov was indifferent to the idea of making Russia admired but 
he was fiercely determined to make it feared. 

Tsitsianov belonged to an inbred group whose members held key 
offices in the Caucasus for a generation. These men served under 
Valerian Zubov in the 1796 campaign and became great admirers of 
his. Tsitsianov added the severity of his methods to the goals he 
shared with Zubov in setting the tone of this group. Another member 
of the circle, Peter Butkov, returned to head the chancellery of the 
province of Georgia from 1801 to 1803 and helped Platon Zubov 
draft the plan for the administration of the province. He went on to 
hold a variety of administrative posts in European Russia and was 
eventually given the honors of membership in the Academy of Sciences 
and the Senate (a nonlegislative body with administrative and judicial 
functions). He spent many years writing a history of the Russian con- 
quest of the Caucasus and justified the conquest in terms similar to 
the Zubovs’.* Next to Tsitsianov, the best known veteran of the 1796 
campaign was Alexis Ermolov, who served with distinction in the war 
against Napoleon from 1812 onand returned to the Caucasus in 1816 
as commander-in-chief and ambassador to Iran. Like Tsitsianov, he 
was arrogant, cruel, contemptuous of Muslims, and not nearly as 
great a commander as he believed himself to be. His career was ended 
in 1827 by a series of defeats inflicted by the Iranians at the start of 
the second war with Russia. A number of less prominent veterans of 
the Zubov-Tsitsianov circle also returned later to the Caucasus.° 
Other officers who did not participate in the 1796 campaign still had 
the opportunity to imbibe the Zubov-Tsitsianov spirit as they worked 
their way up through the ranks during years of service in the Caucasus. 
Foremost among this group was Peter Kotliarevskii, the victor over 
Iran at Aslanduz (1812) and conquerer of Talesh, the decisive battles 
of the First Russo-Iranian War. He was the son of a village priest who 
had been persuaded to make the boy a soldier by Ivan Lazarev, who 
passed through the village. Kotliarevskii entered the army at fourteen, 
became Lazarev’s adjutant when Lazarev was made commandant of 
the Russian garrison in Georgia (1799), and—after Lazarev’s murder 
(1803)—became adjutant to Tsitsianov. He showed a reckless cour- 
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age in battle as he rose through the ranks in the next few years and 
became a lieutenant-general at the precocious age of twenty-nine. He 
showed an aggressiveness worthy of Valerian Zubov or Tsitsianov 
and some of Tsitsianov’s harshness in his eagerness to invade Iran and 
his refusal to spare the lives of the vanquished defenders of Talesh.°® 

Continuity of a different sort was provided by the return to the 
Caucasus of Gudovich, who succeeded Tsitsianov as commander-in- 
chief in 1806 and held office for a little more than two years. He 
could hardly be called a member of the Zubov-Tsitsianov circle since 
he saw Valerian Zubov as a rival who had cheated him of the com- 
mand of the 1796 expedition. Nonetheless, he had, on his own, de- 
veloped many attitudes that resembled those of the circle—bellicosity, 
contempt for Asians, and faith in the assumption that there were 
simple solutions to complex problems.’ 

Of the four other commanders-in-chief who participated in the 
conquest of the eastern Caucasus, three had a brief period of ex- 
perience as a subordinate to their predecessors. Alexander Torma- 
sov (1809-1811) and Ivan Paskevich (1827-1831) were posted to 
field commands under their respective precessors, Gudovich and 
Ermolov. Philip Paulucci (1811-1812) spent a year as quartermaster 
under Tormasov before replacing him. Only Nicholas Rtishchev (1812- 
1816) moved directly into the position of commander-in-chief (after 
nine years of retirement from government service). All four of these 
commanders differed from the commanders from the Zubov-Tsitsia- 
nov circle in that they occasionally saw good sides to their Muslim 
adversaries and did not always prefer extreme force as the means to 
their ends.® In addition, Paskevich had the rare distinction of achiev- 
ing substantial victories in the conquest of Yerevan and the defeat 
of Iran and the Ottoman Empire in the wars of the late 1820s. (He 
went on to be the ruthless suppressor of uprisings in Poland in 1831- 
1832 and in Hungary in 1849.) 

Of all the commanders-in-chief who participated in the conquest 
of the eastern Caucasus, Tsitsianov acquired the most prestigious 
reputation. By comparison, Ermolov was hurt by his poor perform- 
ance at the start of the second war with Iran and Paskevich by de- 
feats in the growing war in the high Caucasus and the enmity of 
Ermolov’s influential admirers. Tsitsianov had an unusual gift for 
persuading people to view all his actions in the most flattering light, 
and his reputation was sanctified by his “martyrdom” outside the 
walls of Baku in 1806. He was not only the hero of the struggle for 
the Caucasus, he was the individual who did the most to determine 
the character of the Russian takeover. He came to the Caucasus 
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with unprecedented powers. In appointing him, Alexander gave him 
the previously separate offices of commander-in-chief in Georgia, 
civilian governor of Georgia, inspector of the Caucasian Line, and 
military governor of Astrakhan (important for naval reinforcements 
and supply deliveries). Even Ermolov and Paskevich did not hold all 
these commands. During the three and a half years Tsitsianov filled 
those offices, he reorganized the government of Georgia; fought 
tribesmen of the high Caucasus; endeavored to bring the west Geor- 
gian principalities under Russian control; signed treaties for the sub- 
mission of Baku, Shakki, Shirvan, and Qarabagh; attempted the 
conquest of Yerevan; and succeeded in conquering Ganjeh. In the 
process, he intensified the Muslim Caucasians’ mistrust of Russia 
and contributed directly to the outbreak of war with Iran. Alexander 
was well pleased with his accomplishments and rewarded him with 
the order of St. Alexander Nevskii and later the same medal set with 
diamonds, as well as the order of St. Vladimir, First Class, and 8,000 
rubles. He was promoted from lieutenant general, the third highest 
grade in the Table of Ranks, to general of the infantry, the second 
highest. Not surprisingly, he became the model for many an officer 
serving in the Caucasus. In 1805, he was recalled so that he could be 
given an even more prestigious command in the war against France, 
but he stayed at his current post until a successor could be named. In 
February of the following year, his career came to an abrupt end 
when he was shot after walking into a trap set for him by Hosein Qoli 
Khan of Baku. 

In his personal attributes, Tsitsianov contrasted sharply with the 
model of the heroic world conquerer (for example, the Chingiz Khan, 
Timur, or Napoleon) who, by the audacity of his daring and the 
force of his will, builds an empire and inspires awe. Tsitsianov did 
not lack the ferocious drive to sweep all obstacles from his path, but 
his career shows us the other side of the conquering hero—the ob- 
stacles that cannot be overcome by the will to victory, the arrogant 
blunders of the self-enamored, and the sordidness that, on closer in- 
spection, can be found underlying the triumph. His apparent success 
and his “martyrdom” at Baku caused him to be remembered admir- 
ingly by later generations of Russian imperial historians. N. N. Beliav- 
skii and V. A. Potto wrote of his breadth of vision, determination, 
nobility of character, eloquence, energy, and enormous devotion to 
the service of Russia’s interests.” Such admiration was not limited to 
proponents of Russian expansion in Asia. The standard English work 
on Russia’s Caucasian empire, J. F. Baddeley’s The Russian Conquest 
of the Caucasus, also praised the general in glowing terms: 
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[He] was a man of indomitable courage and extreme energy... . He was also en- 
dowed with administrative ability of a high order, coupled with an aggressive, 
over-bearing spirit, that served him admirably in his dealings with the native ru- 
lers, Christian as well as Mussulman though probably enough it contributed both 
to his own tragic fate and to that of one of his most valued subordinates. .. . 
(His wit] made him powerful enemies, yet taken with his soldierly qualities and 
care for those who served him well, secured him the love, the adoration almost 
of the army.!° 


To the Muslims of the Caucasus, Tsitsianov appeared in a very dif- 
ferent light. One of his titles, inspector (of the Caucasian Line), was 
pronounced by Azeri-speaking Caucasians as “ishpokhdor,’”’ which 
was given a Turkish etymology meaning “‘his work is dirt.’ He was 
given another name by the Iranian chronicler Reza Qoli Khan Heda- 
yat: “the shedder of blood.”!! Beliavskii and Potto were mistaken. 
What they saw as Tsitsianov’s devotion to Russia’s interests was 
really overweening personal ambition; his eloquence was marred by 
bluster, just as his nobility of character was marred by deceit; the 
energy he spent was largely other people’s; and his determination 
manifested itself in slaughter. 

Like many officers who rose to prominence during Catherine’s 
reign, Tsitsianov spent the years between 1797 and 1801 in retire- 
ment. When Alexander gave him the Caucasian command, he was 
forty-eight years old and determined to make up for lost time in ad- 
vancing his career. Apparently, he had aged prematurely, for his 
associate, Major-General Sergei Tuchkov, assumed him to be a man 
about sixty years old although an unusually energetic man for that 
age. Tuchkov believed that Tsitsianov deliberately provoked con- 
frontations with Muslim rulers because he wanted the opportunity 
to impress Alexander.!* The accuracy of Tuchkov’s comments about 
Tsitsianov might be questioned on the grounds that Tuchkov be- 
lieved he was denied the honors due him because of Tsitsianov’s spite. 
Although Tuchkov’s memoirs contain some errors, the credibility of 
his judgments on his commander is strengthened by information de- 
rived from a variety of contemporary sources, including Tsitsianov’s 
own letters. 

The commander-in-chief capitalized on any opportunity to mag- 
nify his own importance. All his successors referred to their position 
as the office conferred on them by His Imperial Majesty. Tsitsianov 
spoke of Ais territory. Not content with the official goal of estab- 
lishing the Aras and the Kura as the border with Iran, he argued that 
he should be allowed to take control of Khoi and Tabriz as well. 
Sometimes his self-aggrandizement had overtones of derangement. 
In 1804, St. Petersburg approved Tsitsianov’s plan to force Fath 
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‘Ali Shah to make peace on Russia’s terms by attacking Gilan. When 
Tsitsianov gave a subordinate his orders for the expedition, he re- 
ferred to the plan as being determined by secret instructions known 
only to the tsar and himself. This was patently untrue. The Gilan 
campaign was treated by St. Petersburg like any other policy deci- 
sion regarding that region. There was no special secrecy. Foreign 
Minister Czartoryski and Tsitsianov discussed the plan in correspond- 
ence, and no doubt other officials knew of it as well.'? 

Tsitsianov, a descendant of a Georgian prince of the Tsitsishvili 
family who had emigrated to Russia during the time of Peter the 
Great, could speak as the leader of a Georgian national revival when 
the occasion warranted. He was eager to reunify his ancestral home- 
land by extending Russian sovereignty over the western as well as the 
eastern Georgian principalities (which Alexander also favored) and 
over Ganjeh, which he claimed had been subject to Georgia since the 
reign of Queen Tamara (who ruled from 1184 to 1213). In a letter to 
Fath ‘Ali Shah, the general announced his intention to restore Geor- 
gia to its ancient greatness, with borders extending from Abkhazia, 
on the Black Sea, to Derbent.!* 

More frequently, Tsitsianov represented himself as the spokesman 
for European civilization in a world of Asian depravity. In fact, he 
reverted to this theme with such conspicuous regularity that it seems 
to have been an integral part of his obsession with having his way in 
all matters. Anyone who interfered with his wishes was contemptible, 
uncivilized, and, therefore, to be swept aside. His concept of European 
standards varied erratically. He offered Javad Khan of Ganjeh the 
opportunity to surrender and avoid bloodshed, saying he was acting 
“according to European customs and the Faith I profess,” but, when 
Javad suggested that Tsitsianov lift the siege to avoid bloodshed, the 
general refused further discussion on the grounds that to pursue the 
subject was “unacceptable in any well mannered European writing.”!® 
Tsitsianov’s pose as a European chauvinist nearly cost him the sub- 
mission of one of the few khans who was genuinely eager to become 
a Russian vassal. Ja‘far Qoli Khan Domboli had been ruler of Khoi, 
located south of the Aras near the Ottoman border, but had lost 
power because of his opposition to Fath ‘Ali Shah. Therefore, the 
khan hoped to be reinstated with the help of Russian arms, an idea 
Tsitsianov encouraged. They agreed that Ja‘far Qoli and his support- 
ers would cross the Aras to meet Tsitsianov, who planned to conquer 
Yerevan and then restore Jafar Qoli to power in Khoi. The khan did 
not arrive at the appointed time because his stronghold on the Otto- 
man border was besieged by Turkish troops. His wife, who had taken 
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shelter with her brother (the khan of Yerevan), wrote to Tsitsianov to 
assuage the general’s wrath and explain her husband’s predicament. 
Tsitsianov knew she was telling the truth (and soon after informed the 
tsar about the siege), but he told the wife that she was a liar and her 
husband a traitor, adding a nasty remark about the Persian treachery 
of her brother. He closed the letter with a reproof for her temerity: 
“Moreover, according to European custom, women do not meddle m 
men’s business and if there is such a custom in Asia, it seems to me to 
be undignified and base.”’!® 

As these examples show, Tsitsianov’s militant Europeansim was 
closely associated with his loathing for all things “‘Asian’’ and ‘‘Per- 
sian” (terms that he often used synonymously). His numerous ful- 
minations against Asian ways were often used to persuade his superiors 
and all others that his tactic of intimidating, humiliating, and crushing 
anyone who opposed his will was the only suitable course of action. 
His letters abound in phrases such as “‘Persian scum” and “Asian treach- 
ery.”’ His notion of ‘‘Asian treachery” makes clear the extent to which 
he followed a double standard of morality. On one occasion, he de- 
vised a strategy for the overthrow of Sheikh ‘Ali Khan of Derbent- 
Qobbeh. The plan called for lulling the khan’s suspicions by conspiring 
with him to overthow his old rival, Mostafa Khan of Shirvan, and by 
having a Russian official negotiate with Sheikh ‘Ali’s representative to 
St. Petersburg. In recommending this strategy to the tsar, Tsitsianov 
observed that “‘Persian” khans could never be trusted because “not a 
single nation exceeds the Persian in cunning and their inherent faith- 
lessness.””!7 

Alexander’s confidence in the irresistible superiority of Russian 
civilization to “‘Persian”’ led him to suggest that new vassals from the 
Causasus deliver their tribute payments to St. Petersburg in person so 
that exposure to life in the capital could win them over to Russian 
values. Tsitsianov opposed the plan on the grounds that such expo- 
sure would be pointless because of the profound gaps between Mus- 
lim and Russian mores. This argument served a double purpose. First, 
it strengthened the image of the “Persian” as an immoral being and, 
consequently, justified the general’s harsh methods. Second, he did 
not want local rulers to meet people in St. Petersburg to whom they 
could complain about him. Some members of the Georgian royal fami- 
ly were already doing that, much to Tsitsianov’s distress. Therefore, he 
attempted to persuade the tsar that “Persians” were too barbaric to 
benefit from exposure to life in Russia. According to Tsitsianov, the 
only reason Caucasian Muslims submitted to Russia was that demon- 
strations of its military might led them to seek its protection against 
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the threats to property and physical safety characteristic of Asian rule. 
Therefore, for the next thirty years (by which time Russian values 
would begin to be absorbed), the only way to deal with new Muslim 
subjects was by a policy of stern force because ‘‘among the Asians, 
nothing works like fear as the natural consequence of force.’’!® 

One of the reasons Tsitsianov resorted so frequently to insults in his 
dealings with subordinates and Caucasians was that his extraordinary 
ambition was not matched by his achievements. Any officer in his 
position would have had to grapple with imposing obstacles, but the 
general’s own miscalculations increased his problems. His greatest 
weakness was his inability to anticipate factors that might stand in 
his way. When confronted with the resulting failures, he found scape- 
goats, whom he punished severely. These characteristics can be seen 
in two closely related events of the summer of 1804: the attempt to 
conquer Yerevan and the anti-Russian uprising in Georgia and the high 
Caucasus. 

For about a year, Tsitsianov had been corresponding with Moham- 
mad Khan of Yerevan about the terms of the khan’s submission to Rus- 
sia. However, the general demanded more than Mohammad was willing 
to concede. In addition to terms stipulated by St. Petersburg, such as 
the stationing of a Russian garrison in the citadel of Yerevan city, the 
general demanded a large annual tribute and increased the amount 
when Yerevan rejected the terms so that the final sum was 100,000 
rubles (worth at that time more than £15,000). Mohammad was also 
under pressure from Fath ‘Ali Shah to be a more obedient vassal. Tsit- 
sianov decided to abandon negotiations and conquer Yerevan. The 
fighting, which lasted from July to September, marked the opening 
clash in the war between Russia and Iran. After some battles around 
the monastery at Echmiadzin in which there was no clear victory for 
either side, both armies tured their attention to Yerevan City, which 
was besieged by the Russians, who were themselves besieged by a larger 
Iranian force. The Iranians fought much more bravely and effectively 
than the Russians had expected them to and managed to cut the Rus- 
sians off from supplies and reinforcements while the citadel, garrisoned 
by the khan’s troops and reinforcements from the shah, held off any 
direct attacks. While Tsitsianov was in difficulty at Yerevan, an anti- 
Russian uprising broke out in Georgia and adjoining districts of the 
high mountains. The Georgians had many grounds for dissatisfaction, 
including the abolition of Bagration rule, the corruption of Kovalen- 
skii’s administration, and various actions by Tsitsianov. One of the 
most important arguments in favor of the Russian presence was that it 
would provide security. However, Tsitsianov made one disastrously un- 
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successful attempt in 1803 to stop Lesghi raids from the mountains 
northeast of Georgia and then turned his attention to the more attrac- 
tive prospect of conquering Ganjeh and Yerevan. The Yerevan cam- 
paign left Georgia denuded of troops at at ime when Lesghi raids in- 
creased. Many Georgians were further aggrieved by Tsitsianov’s use 
of peasant labor under extremely harsh conditions to improve the 
road across the high mountains. At the same time, a growing number 
of Georgians hoped for a Bagration restoration, to which the shah 
gave his military support. By September, five of the six generals ac- 
companying Tsitsianov decided that his plan to storm Yerevan was 
unsound and forced him to abandon the campaign. The Russians re- 
turned to Georgia after an arduous journey as the end of summer 
brought the traditional campaigning season to a close.!? 

Tsitsianov saved his reputation and in the process upheld the validity 
of his methods by persuading Alexander that others were to blame 
for the year’s reverses. Among those at fault were the generals who 
refused to storm Yerevan. The khan of that place was also a grave of- 
fender. Tsitsianov argued that “the annihiliation of this treacherous 
khan” was crucial for Russia’s glory and strategic position in the Cau- 
casus. The person who bore the greatest share of “guilt,” according 
to Tsitsianov, was Prince Volkonskii, whose failure to deliver supplies 
to the Russians at Yerevan caused the “‘disgrace”’ there.”° (Tsitsianov 
did not mention that the Iranian control of the area between Yerevan 
and Georgia prevented Russian detachments from traveling between 
the two places or that Georgia was short of troops because of the 
Yerevan campaign.) These explanations were well received in St. Peters- 
burg. Alexander praised Tsitsianov for his zeal in the imperial service 
and exonerated him completely. To console the general for his disap- 
pointment, the tsar gave him a medal and money. Prince Volkonskii 
was recalled. In contrast, when General Gudovich failed in his attempt 
to conquer Yerevan in 1808, Alexander called the campaign “‘stupid’’ 
(though not to Gudovich’s face) and sent him into retirement without 
a word of consolation.?! 

No matter how effectively Tsitsianov shifted the blame for the set- 
backs of 1804 onto the shoulders of others, in retrospect it can be 
seen that the damage done to Russia’s interests by his mistakes was 
extremely high. By the end of 1804, war-related deaths, as well as 
those caused by diseases contracted in the unfamiliar climate of the 
Caucasus, left the Russian force 2,554 men below strength.” There is 
no reliable information on the extent of civilian casualties or property 
destruction, but, given the extent of the fighting and raiding, some 
localities were probably hard hit. The issues over which the summer’s 


78 —Russia’s Conquest of the Eastern Caucasus 


battles had been fought remained unresolved. Georgia and the tribes 
of the high Caucasus were only temporarily pacified. In turn, this hin- 
dered Russia’s efforts to take control of the khanates south and east 
of Georgia because it provided new grounds for the existing doubts 
about Russia’s ability to enforce its demands or to oppose the Iranian 
army. At the same time, the harshness of Tsitsianov’s methods made 
new enemies for Russia. 

Tsitsianov’s success in persuading St. Petersburg to praise him for 
his failures is representative of one of the most curious aspects of his 
career in the Caucasus, namely, his influence over Alexander. The tsar’s 
benign exterior was often taken as a reflection of a malleable nature. 
However, his apparent vacillation was used at times as a deceptive ploy 
to create the appearance of a favorable atmosphere in which to elicit 
the opinions of those around him without revealing his true thoughts. 
In the end, Alexander made his own decisions. One of the few officials 
whom Alexander permitted to guide him was Tsitsianov. The tsar did 
not give him his way in all matters but to a considerable extent did al- 
low his advice to guide imperial policy. Tsitsianov evaded inconvenient 
orders, afterwards presenting his superiors with a fait accompli and a 
carefully edited account of events designed to justify his actions. Alex- 
ander had deliberately created a framework within which Tsitsianov 
had unusual authority. Faced with a manifestly corrupt and ineffective 
administration in a remote corner of his empire, Alexander authorized 
the general to take whatever actions he felt were necessary without 
his having to request prior approval from St. Petersburg. This approach 
could have led to a situation in which the tsar transferred the respon- 
sibility for any unsuccessful actions from himself to Tsitsianov, yet the 
general was never held accountable for his mistakes and remained in 
favor until his death. 

One of the areas in which Tsitsianov enjoyed his greatest successes 
was in the thwarting of St. Petersburg’s policy directives. In 1803 and 
1805, he was ordered to limit his activities—in the first case, so that 
he could concentrate on making Georgia secure; in the second, so that 
Russia could devote its maximum energies to the war against Napoleon. 
The general used several tactics to circumvent these limitations. He ar- 
gued that it was imperative that he punish Mohammad Khan of Yere- 
van (for seizing the Russian candidate for Catholicos of Echmiadzin) 
and take Ganjeh (to eliminate the dangers it posed to Georgia). Then, 
all the other east Caucasian khanates would also have to be taken to 
provide a link to the Caspian and ensure the security of Georgia. At 
first, Alexander disagreed but then left the decision up to Tsitsianov 
out of respect for the general’s knowledge of the region. The general 
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also tried to persuade St. Petersburg that his planned expeditions were 
worth the effort because they were assured easy victory since the 
khans, he said, welcomed Russia as an alternative to Iranian tyranny 
and the Iranian army was cowardly and inept. The reverses of 1804 
did not cause him to modify these claims. In 1805, once the war with 
Iran wasa year old, Tsitsianov argued that it was not possible for Russia 
to limit itself to defensive actions as his superiors wished because the 
only alternative to continuing aggressive warfare was to negotiate a 
settlement. However, that was not a realistic alternative because the 
shah, according to Tsitsianov’s prediction, would never agree to Rus- 
sia’s territorial demands unless compelled to do so by force of arms. 
St. Petersburg accepted this argument as well, even though the direc- 
tive that Tsitsianov act only within the scope permitted by his available 
resources remained in effect.?% 

When it was necessary, Tsitsianov simply evaded St. Petersburg’s 
restrictions and proceeded with his plans, regardless of orders. There is 
no indication that he ever changed his plans to comply with St. Peters- 
burg’s wishes, and the most striking example of his disobedience was 
the expedition to Gilan and Baku. The undertaking was a complete 
failure, but not for want of boldness. While Tsitsianov was obtaining 
the submission of Qarabagh, Shakki, and Shirvan, Major-General 
Zavalishin, with 1,345 officers and men of the Caspian fleet, was to 
set sail from Astrakhan to Gilan. These troops were to occupy Anzali 
and Rasht until the shah agreed to the harsh and insulting terms con- 
tained in a letter from Tsitsianov. If the shah refused the terms, Zavali- 
shin was to make Rasht break away from Iran and become a Russian 
vassal. Once this was accomplished, Zavalishin was to take Baku. In- 
stead of reducing or postponing this expedition once he received the 
tsar’s order to curtail his activities in 1805, Tsitsianov enlarged its 
scope. Not only was Zavalishin to take Rasht, he was also to march 
across the Alburz Mountains to Qazvin (100 miles northwest of Tehran 
on the main route to Azerbaijan) in order to frighten the shah into 
compliance. In addition, Zavalishin was to establish a garrison at Lan- 
karan on the Talesh coast.” 

No question of the soundness of Tsitsianov’s judgment was per- 
mitted during his “‘reign”’ or after his death. There were only two at- 
tempts to offer St. Petersburg a different evaluation of his actions. One 
was a report by Prince Roman Bagration, brother of the general killed 
at Borodino. Alexander sent this scion of the Georgian royal family 
to Georgia to look after that country’s well-being under Russian rule. 
Prince Roman was appalled by conditions in Georgia and denounced 
Tsitsianov as a tyrant. After the general’s death, Prince Roman was re- 
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called. The other critical report was submitted to Alexander in 1806 by 
Collegiate Assessor Lofitsskii, secretary of the Executive Expedition 
(administration) of the civilian government of Georgia. General Gudo- 
vich informed St. Petersburg that the Lofitsskii report was highly inac- 
curate and that its author was a conceited troublemaker. Lofitsskii’s re- 
liability might be challenged on the grounds that Tsitsianov reprimand- 
ed him for supposedly keeping sloppy and deliberately falsified records 
to cover up for Kovalenskii’s transgressions. However, Tsitsianov did not 
think Lofitsskii guilty enough to be dismissed along with others who 
had served under Kovalenskii.?> Despite the attempts by Prince Roman 
and Lofitsskii to bring about a reevaluation of Tsitsianov’s career, there 
were no Official inquiries as there were in the cases of the Kovalenskii- 
Knorring administration or the conquest of Qarabagh in 1806. 

St. Petersburg did not express any preferences about the order or 
the rate at which the east Caucasian khanates were to be added to the 
Russian Empire. There also were no instructions about the form the 
administration of these newly acquired territories should take, except 
in the general sense that Alexander had no objection to allowing co- 
operative khans to stay in office as his vassals. Therefore, Tsitsianov 
was the one who planned the acquisition of the khanates. Perhaps 
planned is too strong a word since, except for Ganjeh and Yerevan 
(his first two targets) and Derbent-Qobbeh (which was geographically 
remote from his base of operations), he tried to take everything at 
once, relying on intimidation to bring the khans into line. When he 
encountered more resistance than he had expected, he responded on 
an ad hoc basis to the problems he found in each situation. Except 
for his reliance on the threat of force, there was no clear pattern to 
the way he dealt with the various khans. He seems to have been deter- 
mined to oust the khans of Ganjeh and Derbent-Qobbeh (and probably 
Yerevan, had he conquered it), but he was willing to leave in office 
other khans who met his apparent criteria for ouster—active involve- 
ment in anti-Russian activity (the khan of Shirvan) or control of a 
strategic location (the khan of Baku). He used exorbitant tribute de- 
mands to provoke a fight in some cases and then chose not to force a 
confrontation (as in Qarabagh). When local conditions provided the 
right opportunities, he tried to obtain the submission of khans or 
would-be khans by intervening in policial rivalries. After his death, 
the remaining khanates were added to the Russian Empire by force, 
partly because anger over Tsitsianov’s death hardened the Russian 
officers’ attitude toward Caucasian Muslims and partly because those 
khans who had not yet submitted had rejected previous Russian ef- 
forts to compel them to do so. 
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The ferocity of Tsitsianov’s demeanor in dealing with various khans 
reflected not only his desire to humble them into submission but also 
the weakness of his own position. Even if he had felt inclined to com- 
promise, he could not have afforded to do so without abandoning 
many of his goals. In the three sieges he initiated—at Ganjeh, Yere- 
van, and Baku—the Russian position was at least as perilous as the 
defenders’. On each occasion, the Russians’ food supplies and ammu- 
nition were virtually exhausted and illness incapacitated a large pro- 
portion of the force. Thus, Tsitsianov was compelled either to attack 
immediately or to retreat, which would have been injurious to his repu- 
tation in St. Petersburg as well as humiliating to Russian self-esteem. 
At Ganjeh, he chose to attack; at Yerevan, his subordinates forced 
him to withdraw; at Baku, he was saved this bitter choice by the ap- 
parent last-minute submission of the khan. 

Tribute was another issue on which Tsitsianov refused to allow the 
khans any leeway. Whenever a khan tried to negotiate for more favor- 
able terms of submission instead of complying unquestioningly with 
Tsitsianov’s demands, the general replied by increasing substantially 
the amount of tribute he demanded. If tribute were important only as 
a symbol of subjection to Russia and were scaled to each khanate’s 
resources, as Alexander intended, then the size of the payments would 
have been less important than a khan’s willingness to make them. How- 
ever, for Tsitsianov, the issue was far more than symbolic. The cost 
of occupying Georgia and of taking the offensive against various Cau- 
casion rulers and the shah of Iran exhausted the general’s finances, 
Before the annexation of Georgia, advocates of annexation had por- 
trayed that kingdom as a country whose mineral resources and other 
riches would support the Russian presence in the Caucasus. After an- 
nexation, it became clear that regardless of the country’s potential, it 
was a depopulated, devastated land on the verge of anarchy. In 1802, 
Georgia’s cash revenue was more than 30,000 rubles in arrears. Its grain 
taxes had not been collected at all. Especially after the resumption of 
the war against France in 1805, St. Petersburg was unwilling to make 
supplementary allocations for the Caucasian theater. Therefore, Tsit- 
sianov believed that he had to exact the maximum in tribute from 
each khanate in order to finance his ambitious projects.”© With his 
characteristic inability to appreciate other points of view, he failed to 
anticipate the degree of anti-Russian feeling his exorbitant tribute de- 
mands would create. 

One of the khanates in which tribute was a particularly important 
issue was Ganjeh. This khanate was Tsitsianov’s first conquest and his 
first big success. It was a logical choice not only because of its strategic 
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proximity but also because of its decades of hostility toward Georgia. 
The fact that Tsitsianov achieved results that pleased him greatly en- 
couraged him to continue using the same approach in dealing with the 
other khans even though he did not intend to press them all into an 
armed confrontation. At the same time, the fate of Ganjeh confirmed 
many Muslims’ worst fears of Russia’s intentions. 

Tsitsianov’s first move in the takeover of Ganjeh was to demand 
Javad Khan’s submission in terms that implied that the khan could 
not legitimately refuse since he had already submitted in 1796 and 
his khanate was traditionally subject to Georgia. The general’s specific 
requirements intensified Javad’s belief that Russia would act against 
his best interests. Tsitsianov not only opposed Ganjeh’s claim in the 
territorial dispute with Georgia, he also took no action against pro- 
Georgian inhabitants along the border who raided Ganjeh while he 
demanded that the khan make restitution for Ganjevi counterraids. 
The general added two particularly ominous stipulations: that Javad 
accept a permanent Russian garrison in his capital and that he pay 
the disproportionate sum of 20,000 rubles in tribute annually. The 
years of Georgian interference in Ganjeh’s affairs and Russia’s demon- 
strated preference for Georgia over Ganjeh must have weighed heavily 
on Javad’s mind. He rejected the arguments Tsitsianov had used to 
justify the demands and showed his concern over Russian hostility 
by pointing out that his submission in 1796 had been obtained under 
duress but that at least Catherine had sent him an official patent of 
office. None was forthcoming in 1803. He closed on a note of defiance, 
stating that, when he had submitted before, the Iranian army had been 
far away but now, “thank God!” it was close at hand to protect him 
from Russia.*” Tsitsianov made no effort to allay Javad’s fears; the 
only alternative left was war. 

Late in 1803, Tsitsianov invaded Ganjeh. He marched unopposed to 
the immediate vicinity of the capital, where Javad attempted unsuc- 
cessfully to block his advance. The khan then withdrew to his citadel, 
and a month-long siege began. The Ganjevis were cut off from their 
supplies of water and firewood; the Russians ran short of food and 
fell ill in large numbers from drinking the local water. As the siege 
wore on, an Iranian army under the command of the shah’s favored 
son, ‘Abbas Mirza, marched to Javad’s aid. Unable to continue the 
siege but unwilling to retreat, Tsitsianov ordered the storming of the 
citadel at dawn on January 15, 1804. At first, the defenders were able 
to repel the onslaught, but in the end the Russians broke through. 
Javad, his son Hosin Qoli, and several other relatives were killed in 
battle and with them many other Ganjevis. Tsitsianov put the number 
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of inhabitants killed at 1,500; other Russian authors put the figure at 
1,750; Ganjevi and Iranian sources referred to more than 3,000 casual- 
ties. Tsitsianov himself acknowledged that thousands of Ganjevis had 
been ruined by the conquest of the khanate. Ganjeh was made a dis- 
trict of Georgia and renamed Elizavetpol’ in honor of Alexander’s 
wife.78 

Some of Tsitsianov’s contemporaries believed that the violent reso- 
lution of Ganjeh’s status was exactly what the general had intended, 
perhaps to demonstrate his prowess to St. Petersburg, perhaps to 
punish Javad for repudiating his submission of 1796.7? Whatever his 
motives, circumstantial evidence makes it appear that Tsitsianov de- 
liberately made his demands on Javad intolerably harsh. By Tsitsia- 
nov’s own reckoning, all of Javad’s regular revenue (except his share 
of the harvests and herds) came to only 16,430 rubles in the last year 
of the khan’s reign, yet tribute was set at 20,000 rubles. Tsitsianov re- 
fused to discuss the merits of the khan’s counterarguments, offering 
only the choice between submission and bloodshed. Moreover, at the 
end of November 1803, while Tsitsianov was still urging Javad to sub- 
mit peacefully, the general issued a proclamation to the Armenians of 
Ganjeh that could easily have been interpreted as an attempt to un- 
dermine Javad’s authority. The proclamation promised Russian pro- 
tection for the Armenians from all Muslim coercion and robbery. Since 
Caucasian Armenians of that era frequently described Muslim rule as 
Muslim oppression, the protection the general offered was likely to 
be interpreted broadly. The general also gave Ganjevi Armenians per- 
mission to settle in any part of Georgia and, as an added inducement, 
offered them state peasant status instead of serfdom.*° Ganjeh was 
already sparsely populated, and its Armenian community was an im- 
portant source of the kahn’s revenue, both through its payment of the 
extra tax on tolerated non-Muslims and its involvement in a variety 
of economic activities. Thus, Russian suzerainty would mean not only 
a substantial drain on the Ganjevi revenues in the form of tribute pay- 
ments but also the reduction of the number of taxpayers. 

Tsitsianov was well pleased with the way events developed in Gan- 
jeh. After the conquest, he portrayed his actions as necessary for the 
maintenance of Russian prestige. He wrote to Chancellor Vorontsov 
that, if he had lifted the siege without taking the citadel, that ‘“‘would 
have been, in my opinion, improper and the might of Russian arms 
would fall in the eyes of neighbors, who base their conduct solely on 
fear of the strong.”’?! The fact that he took the citadel by storm rather 
than any other means gave him particular satisfaction since the struc- 
ture had been considered impregnable. ‘The fortunate storming [of 
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Ganjeh] is an example of the moral supremacy of the Russians over 
the Persians and of that spirit of confidence in victory which I consid- 
er my primary goal to nurture and ignite among the soldiers.”** 

He was not afraid that someone would think the destruction of 
the old order in Ganjeh was deliberate. On the contrary, he did his 
best to persuade the khans of Yerevan, Qarabagh, Baku, and Shakki 
that he would destroy them as he had Javad unless they complied 
immediately with his demands. When Mohammad Hasan Khan of 
Shakki informed Tsitsianov of his distress over the killing of Javad 
(his brother-in-law), the general replied by lauding Russia’s genero- 
sity in giving Javad’s widow a pension and added threateningly, ‘Can 
the fly fight the eagle or the rabbit the lion? Be certain that I need 
only give the order and the khanate Nukha [Shakki] will cease to be, 
like the khanate of Ganjeh.’’? 

Not only was Ganjeh eliminated as a political entity, there was a 
wholesale assault on the khanate’s social and cultural life. It became 
a crime punishable by a fine of one ruble even to refer to the place 
as Ganjeh rather than Elizavetpol’. According to Iranian sources, 
Muslims were expelled from their homes within the citadel. The main 
mosque of the capital was turned into a church. Russian law replaced 
the Koranic law and common law. The jurisdiction of the Muslim 
lawyers was drastically reduced and their fees were eliminated. Within 
a year, they were destitute. Some of the most important among them 
were given salaries by the Russian government, which also agreed to 
maintain five mosques. In return for the salaries, these religious lead- 
ers were expected to serve as functionaries of the Russian govern- 
ment.*4 

Javad Khan’s wives and other relatives who survived the battle but 
had not escaped to Iran (as had most of his sons) were arrested. They 
were held as prisoners in the citadel until 1812, when they were freed 
by Tsitsianov’s successor Philip Paulucci, who held the view, novel 
among Russian officials, that Javad was a valiant man who died fight- 
ing to defend his interests.** 

The conquest of Ganjeh and the changing of its name to honor the 
tsaritsa brought Tsitsianov the recognition he had sought from St. 
Petersburg. He was promoted to general of the infantry, and eight 
of his officers were decorated. All the other soldiers who participated 
in the undertaking were given a silver ruble each and the tsar’s praise. 
The clement tsar praised Tsitsianov’s use of harsh methods, which 
were said to be necessary because of Javad’s obstinacy. The casualties, 
however regrettable, were the khan’s own fault, said the tsar. In any 
event, only the guilty suffered. Most of all, Alexander was pleased 
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that Tsitsianov had avoided backing down, which would have encour- 
aged “Asiatic arrogance.” 

The degraded position of Islam in Elizavetpol’ casts some light on 
the religious aspect of relations between Russia and the east Caucasian 
Muslims, a problem that has generally been underestimated by Euro- 
pean observers. When Consul Skibinevskii described the preaching of 
Muslim religious leaders in Shirvan and Baku against submission to 
Russia, he treated their arguments as scare stories told by fanatics. 
Although Russia did not attempt to abolish Islam in the khanates, its 
policies in Ganjeh and elsewhere gave the Muslims genuine cause for 
alarm. After the annexation of Georgia, Russia exerted social pres- 
sure to force Christian women in the new province to cease wearing 
the veil, a long-established custom that had developed as the result of 
Georgia’s ties to the Muslim world. The change was not welcomed, 
but the wearing of this symbol of what was assumed by the Muslims 
to be a woman’s correct status and demeanor gradually ended. The 
practice of billeting soldiers in the homes of less affluent Georgians 
also led to some problems involving Russian soldiers and Georgian 
women. If Russians treated their fellow Christians so contemptuously, 
Muslims must have been worried about the treatment they would 
receive. In fact, the small Muslim community in Tbilisi did suffer 
under Russian rule. They were allowed one mosque, but others were 
confiscated, as were the vagf grants.°’ When these actions were fol- 
lowed by the conquest of Ganjeh, it is not surprising that Caucasian 
Muslims feared persecution by the Russians. 

Russian rule also carried with it the threat of disrupting the tradi- 
tional relationships between Muslim and Christian inhabitants of the 
khanates by using Armenians to undermine Muslim rulers. Russia’s 
attempt to replace the Catholicos of Echmiadzin and the offer to 
resettle Ganjevi Armenians in Georgia could be interpreted in that 
light, as could the removal of 250 Armenian families from Qarabagh 
by a Russian detachment shortly after the fall of Ganjeh. Equally 
ominous was Tsitsianov’s letter to the Armenians of Qarabagh de- 
manding that they send some cavalry to join the Russians in fighting 
Iran. This demand was made in 1805, when the Muslims of Qarabagh 
doubted Russia’s ability to protect them from an Iranian attack. 
Therefore, the proclamation carried a triple threat. First, Tsitsianov 
was calling upon some of Ebrahim Khalil’s subjects to prepare for 
war without discussing the matter with the khan, thus belittling the 
khan’s authority during the negotiations for Qarabagh’s submission 
to Russia. Second, many Muslim Qarabaghis were concerned that 
nothing be done to provoke another Iranian attack on their khanate. 
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Finally, the Armenians of Qarabagh had a tradition of urging Russia 
to overthrow Ebrahim Khalil, and the Armenians of Ganjeh were be- 
lieved to have aided the Russians in the conquest of that khanate.%8 
Therefore, the possibility existed that the Qarabaghi Armenians, once 
mobilized to fight under the Russian aegis, might play an active role 
in the forced abolition of Muslim rule in the khanate. (As matters 
developed, the khan submitted. If there had been contingency plans 
to use Armenians to overthrow the khan, no such action was in fact 
taken.) 

The deep impression that the conquest of Ganjeh, and later, Qara- 
bagh made on the east Caucasian Muslims can be seen by the readi- 
ness of Muslims in various khanates to believe that Russia planned 
to inflict a similar fate upon them. For example, when Major-General 
Zavalishin attempted to force the khan of Baku to submit in the 
summer of 1805, there was a mass exodus of terrified Muslims from 
the city. They fled again in September 1806, when Russian troops 
approached once more. Shortly before that time, the inhabitants of 
Derbent had been persuaded to overthrow their khan and surrender 
to the Russians by deliberately planted rumors of the terrible fate 
that awaited them unless they surrendered. In Qarabagh, rumors that 
the Russians planned to exterminate the Muslim inhabitants found 
wide acceptance in 1806 and 1810. By Tsitsianov’s own admission, 
the reason of the khan of Shakki refused to send 500 cavalry soldiers 
to assist the Russians was not disloyalty but fear of a Russian attack 
(which was not in fact contemplated at that time).°? The general did 
not pursue this line of thought or question whether his tactic of in- 
timidation, which inspired such mistrust, made it more difficult to 
obtain the khan’s cooperation. 

Of the remaining khanates, only Shirvan was taken without con- 
quest. Mostafa, the khan, thought he might derive an advantage over 
his rivals by siding with Russia, but Tsitsianov’s usual unwillingness 
to moderate his demands stiffened the khan’s resistance. It took an 
invasion by Russian troops to frighten the khan into signing a treaty 
in 1805. All the other khanates that were added to the Russian 
Empire were taken by force: Qarabagh, Shakki, Baku, Qobbeh, and 
Derbent in 1806; Talesh m 1813; and Yerevan and Nakhjavan in 
1827. However, other factors influenced the stages of the annexation 
process before the violent resolution. One of the most important of 
these factors was the traditional pattern of domestic and external 
power rivalries. Thus, even when rulers volunteered to become Rus- 
sian vassals, they were not motivated by the admiration for Russian 
civilization that Russian authorities ascribed to them. The khans of 
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Baku, Shirvan, and Derbent-Qobbeh all offered to submit to Russia 
in return for Russian support for their territorial ambitions and their 
struggles with rivals for power. Hosein Qoli Khan of Baku sought 
Russian backing against the revived strength of Derbent-Qobbeh. 
Mostafa Khan hoped Russia would recognize his authority over a 
Shirvan enlarged to the dimensions of the bygone domain of the 
Shirvanshahs. When Mostafa objected to Tsitsianov’s terms, the general 
contemplated replacing him with the khan’s younger brother, who 
was very enthusiastic about the idea. Tsitsianov lost all interest in the 
plan once Mostafa submitted. Sheikh “Ali Khan of Derbent-Qobbeh 
wanted an ally to defeat the coalition between his younger brother 
and Daghestani opponents, which had almost succeeded in overthrow- 
ing him, and also wanted Russia to support his reconquest of Saleyan, 
then under Shirvani control. Since Tsitsianov lacked the means to 
compel Sheikh ‘Ali and Hosein Qoli to submit when they balked at 
his demands, no agreement was concluded. After Tsitsianov’s death, 
Hosein Qoli and Sheikh ‘Ali fled as new Russian forces approached 
their khanates. Baku and Qobbeh were annexed outright; in Derbent, 
all a power was in Russia’s hands, although there was a figurehead 
khan.*! 

Whatever punishment the Russians would have liked to inflict on 
Hosein Qoli, they never captured him. Alexander Tormasov’s plan 
to kill Sheikh ‘Ali, who continued to fight the Russians for several 
years after the loss of his domains, came to nought. After Javad, 
the only khan killed by the Russians was Ebrahim Khalil of Qarabagh. 
There was no plan to eliminate rule by khan there, and the vitriolic 
Tsitsianov had died five months before the conquest of the khanate. 
Ebrahim Khalil’s death was the product of his own weak position 
and the Russians’. In 1804 and 1805, the khan took a pro-Russian 
stance and signed a treaty of submission in May of 1805. However, 
Russia’s military weakness, especially after the death of Tsitsianov, 
left Qarabagh vulnerable to repeated, devastating raids by Iranian 
troops and by the son he had sent to be the shah’s hostage in 1798. 
It was clear that his subjects were disgruntled with the khan’s anti- 
Iranian stance. In June of 1806, he again submitted to the shah, who 
sent troops to expel the Russians from Qarabagh. The Russian offi- 
cers were angry and bitter over the military embarrassments they had 
not anticipated, as well as over the killing of their chief. Among 
those whose morale was particularly affected was the commandant 
in Shusha, Major D. T. Lisanevich, whom Tsitsianov had made a 
scapegoat for the Russian forces’ poor showing in Qarabagh in 1805. 
Lisanevich was a brave and arrogant man who did not bear the abuse 


88 Russia’s Conquest of the Eastern Caucasus 


lightly. When he became suspicious of Ebrahim Khalil’s activities, he 
sought information about the khan’s loyalty from the khan’s second 
son and a grandson, both of whom were eager to take power and ac- 
cused the khan of treason. Lisanevich then attacked the khan’s camp 
at night, killing the khan, one of his wives, a young son, and most of 
his entourage. Even Gudovich thought the killings improper and held 
an inquiry. Lisanevich defended his actions on the grounds that Ebra- 
him Khalil was a traitor. The major was exonerated and continued to 
serve with distinction in the Caucasus until 1825, when he was killed 
by a Caucasian he had insulted. Ebrahim Khalil’s second son was 
made khan of Qarabagh on Gudovich’s orders.*? 

Shakki was the only khanate in which a long-standing struggle for 
power worked to Russia’s advantage, if only briefly. For years there 
had been an often violent rivalry between the khan and a younger 
brother, with the occasional intervention of Shirvan and, in 1795, 
Iran. After Aqa Mohammad’s death, the khan of Shirvan intervened 
in Shakki to restore the previous ruler. Therefore, in 1804, Salim 
tried to use the Russians as he had the Iranians, accusing his brother 
of anti-Russian actions, offering to pay an immense sum in tribute, 
and generally promoting Russia’s interests. While Salim was out of 
power, Tsitsianov had nothing good to say about him, but when an 
attempted conquest by Shirvan created unrest and Salim seized power, 
Tsitsianov welcomed him as a Russian vassal. 

This symbiotic relationship might have continued had it not been 
for the harshness of Russia’s treatment of Caucasian Muslim rulers, 
specifically, the murder in 1806 of Ebrahim Khalil and his wife, who 
was Salim’s sister. This needless act of violence was doubly horrify- 
ing to Salim. If one khan who had submitted to Russia could be killed 
in a surprise nighttime attack, no vassal khan was safe. Whether Salim, 
who did not flinch from killing his eldest brother’s seven children 
after seizing power in 1795, felt any sorrow over his sister’s fate for 
her sake cannot be proven. However, his complaint that the Russians 
killed her even though they knew she was his sister showed that he 
interpreted her murder as a sign of contempt for him. As he explained 
to the Russians: 


After this occurrence where will your trustworthiness be accepted? I dishonored 
and sullied myself in all Mohammedan places by submitting to Russia... . [Sa- 
lim described his battles against Russia’s enemies] but finally, in reward for my 
services, they [the Russians] captured my sister alive and killed her even though 
they recognized her, from which I saw your trustworthiness and learned.“ 
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Having become disenchanted with the Russians, Salim expelled the 
garrison from Shakkiin the summer of 1806. In October of that year, 
Major-General Nebol’sin, the commander of Russian troops in Qara- 
bagh, invaded the khanate and stormed its capital. Salim, who escaped 
to the mountains, soon regretted his clash with Russia and asked for 
an imperial pardon, but Gudovich, once more in charge of Caucasian 
affairs, considered Salim irredeemably treacherous and was deter- 
mined that neither Salim nor any member of his family should ever 
rule Shakki again. In December of 1806, Alexander, acting on Gudo- 
vich’s advice, proclaimed Ja‘far Qoli Khan Domboli, the anti-Qajar 
rebel and former governor of Khoi, to be the new khan of Shakki.** 

The last three khanates Russia acquired were all taken in conjunc- 
tion with operations directed against Iran—Talesh in the first war, 
Yerevan and Nakhjavan in the second. The khan of Talesh had never 
sighed a formal treaty of submission to Russia but did ask for, and 
sometimes received, Russian military protection. (This khanate was 
so peripheral to Russia’s main concerns that Russia did not wish to 
establish a permanent garrison there.) After Tsitsianov’s death, the 
khan took the expedient of submitting to Iran as well but sought to 
rely on Russian assistance.*© Some of the Iranian attacks in the later 
years of the war did considerable damage, and an ever-increasing 
number of the khan’s subjects rejected his authority and sided with 
Iran. In August 1812, Talesh was conquered by an elite British- 
trained corps of the Iranian army; but, in the following December 
and January, after the outcome of the war had already been decided, 
the khanate was conquered by Russian troops in extremely bloody 
fighting in which both sides suffered an appalling number of casual- 
ties.47 The khans of Yerevan and Nakhjavan were both removed in 
1805 by the shah on the grounds of disloyalty. The government of 
Nakhjavan was entrusted to a cousin of the former khan. The new 
khan of Yerevan, Hosein Qoli, was one of the most able men in Fath 
‘Ali’s government and ruled Yerevan from 1807 until its conquest 
by the Russians in 1827. At that time, Yerevani troops suffered a 
decisive loss at Russian hands; the inhabitants then revolted and sub- 
mitted to the Russians. Nakhjavan had been taken a few months 
earlier without serious opposition. 

During the first three decades of the nineteenth century, Russia 
fulfilled its territorial objectives in the eastern Caucasus, although 
it did so at great cost to all concerned. Russia’s officials never 
learned the lessons of 1796. They underestimated the natural ob- 
stacles—difficulty of communication, unfamiliar climate and diet, 
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food shortages—but, more important, they failed to learn that khans 
and their subjects might have a different notion of their best interests 
than the ones the Russians expected them to have. To the Muslims 
of the eastern Caucasus, Russia was, at best, a potentially useful ally 
against traditional rivals, as long as it did not attempt to exert too 
great a control over a khanate’s affairs. At worst, it was the arch- 
enemy of the existing order, intent on destroying every aspect of 
Muslim civilization. Russia’s tactics of intimidation encouraged those 
fears, but the Russians never questioned the desirability of using such 
tactics, in part because their preconceptions blinded them to the na- 
ture of the problem and in part because there was virtually no review 
of official conduct in the disputed provinces. St. Petersburg set only 
the broadest policy guidelines and left great leeway to officials on 
the scene, who took even more leeway than their superiors had in- 
tended. As long as the local officials produced results, and even some- 
times when they did not, St. Petersburg would not cavil over the 
means by which the goals were pursued. This broad latitude could 
not solve some of the officials’ most serious problems. Even the sub- 
mission of many khanates to Russia did not mean that the inhabi- 
tants accepted Russian rule. Thus, the fighting between them and 
the Russians persisted, while, at the same time, Russia became in- 
volved in wars with Iran and the Ottoman Empire. The Russians were 
dismayed by a situation they did not understand and, therefore, re- 
acted with indignation at the outrageous behavior of their Muslim 
opponents. Outrageous behavior deserved stern punishment, so the 
spiral of mutual suspicion and conflict continued until sheer force 
gave the victory to Russia. 


VI 


The Origins of 
the First Russo-Iranian War 


The war between Russia and Iran was not caused by Iran’s sending 
20,000 men to attack Tsitsianov in 1804, as Foreign Minister Adam 
Czartoryski directed Russia’s ambassador in Constantinople to tell 
the Turks.! Still less was it the result of British manipulation of Iran 
for the purpose of expelling Russia from the Caucasus, or Russia’s 
need to block British or French imperialist expansion in the region 
or Russia’s need to prevent the Iranian “feudal elite’? from seizing 
control there, as some Soviet writers have alleged.” The first explan- 
ation reflects the characteristic inability of Russian officials to under- 
stand that people might perceive their own interests as different from 
those of Russia. The other explanations have more to do with Cold 
War propaganda than with history. The French and the British did 
not become involved in the conflict between Russia and Iran until 
after the fighting had begun. Russia sought and occasionally received 
the support of local rulers and tribal chiefs whom Soviet writers usu- 
ally describe as the “feudal elite.”” One Soviet author went so far as 
to fabricate evidence to support his charge that British economic im- 
perialism provoked Russia into fighting a defensive war. He claimed 
that consul Skibinevskii alerted his superiors to the fact that an 1801 
treaty between Iran and Britain gave Britain permission to build 
ships in Lankaran and monopolize the purchase of Gilani silk.? 
Neither the commercial nor the political treaty of 1801 contained 
such provisions, nor did Skibinevskii’s report on Anglo-Iranian rela- 
tions mention those nonexistent details.* 
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The real causes of the First Russo-Iranian War lay in what the re- 
cently established Qajar dynasty perceived as a Russian military 
threat to its hegemony and in the need of that dynasty to enhance its 
legitimacy by asserting its sovereignty over the northwestern border 
provinces. These reasons were not entirely the same as the ones for 
which the war was continued for nine years. Once the fighting began 
both sides had to reconsider their attitudes in light of unexpected 
difficulties. At the same time, the conviction that royal honor de- 
manded pursuit of the thwarted goals made the war itself a reason 
for continuing to fight. The Napoleonic wars also affected the war in 
the Caucasus, since Russia participated directly in those grueling con- 
tests while France and Britain tried to manipulate Iran, at times to 
keep Russia distracted by Caucasian problems, at times to end the 
distraction. However, none of these concerns applied to the start of 
the war. 

The symbolic importance of the eastern Caucasus to the Qajar dy- 
nasty becomes clear when viewed in the context of the political in- 
stability from which Iran had suffered since the breakup of the Safavi 
empire. In the violent power struggles that gripped Iran for the rest 
of the eighteenth century, ambitious men looked for any possible as- 
set that might help them defeat their rivals. Military strength was in- 
dispensable but might not have been sufficient in itself. One of the 
most important ways to enhance a claim to power was to appropriate 
in some way the mantle of the Safavis. In narrowly legalistic terms, 
no such claim was credible to a Shii Iranian, for whom the only legiti- 
mate rulers could be the divinely chosen leader of the faithful, the 
twelfth zmam (the last in a series of descendants of ‘Ali, Mohammad’s 
son-in-law), or the Safavis (who claimed descent from the seventh 
imam). However, the devout, as well as the more secular, occasional- 
ly made pragmatic adaptations. The theocratic element of Safavi 
kingship began to decline during the reign of the first shah of the dy- 
nasty, Ismail (who ruled from 1501 to 1524), in the wake of his 
humiliating defeat by the Ottomans in 1514 and his administrative 
reforms, which separated religious and secular administrative jurisdic- 
tions. By the time Ismail’s son inherited the throne, the tribal con- 
federation (the Qizilbash) that formed the core of Safavi support “‘no 
longer held the person of the shah in any special respect, whatever 
the official myth might be.”’* The succession to the throne was often 
contested during the Safavi era, but the competition was based on 
secular factional rivalries without concern for the messianism of the 
dynasty’s official ideology. 

Although the charismatic aspect of Safavi prestige was gone, the 
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might of Safavi kingship remained a potent image. This was proven 
dramatically by the fate of Shah Tahmasb II. By the 1730s, Tahmasb’s 
armies, led by the future Nader Shah, had reconquered most of Iran 
including the northwestern territory up to the Aras River. Further 
operations beyond that line were interpreted by renewed difficulties 
with the Afghans. Therefore, Shah Tahmasb tried to complete the 
conquest of the northwest while his general campaigned in the north- 
east. However, Tahmasb was defeated resoundingly and had to cede 
the territory Nader had conquered. This defeat gave Nader a chance 
to rally opposition to the shah by denouncing the territorial loss as 
“contrary to the will of Heaven.”® Nader then deposed Tahmasb and 
eventually claimed the throne for himself. After the breakup of Nader’s 
empire, many contenders for power used a puppet Safavi to provide 
symbolic legitimacy.’ 

The Qajars were in a particularly good position to appropriate Sa- 
favi prestige since they had been members of the Qizilbash confeder- 
ation. Therefore, the main ideological justification for the new dy- 
nasty’s pretentions was that the Qajars, as loyal defenders of the Sa- 
favis, had reunited the provinces that had once comprised the fallen 
empire and had simultaneously restored the power of Shii Islam 
(which Nader Shah, as a Sunni, had opposed). Therefore, the struggle 
for control of the northwestern marches was a pillar of the ideologi- 
cal justification for Qajar rule. Aqa Mohammad’s demand that Erekle 
submit addressed the issue clearly: 


The late Shah Ismail Safavi, may his grave be fragrant, in the period of conquer- 
ing the kingdoms of Iran had sovereignty over Georgia. ... By the grace of God, 
we have solidified our claim to the throne. That realm [Georgia] ought to be an 
appendage of the kingdom of Iran once more, in accordance with ancient law.® 


Aqa Mohammad did not claim the title of shah until after his 1795 
Caucasian campaign, which, from his point of view, secured the sub- 
mission of Georgia and other neighboring principalities. He was 
crowned shah in March of the following year. At that time, he put on 
the sacred sword from the shrine of Sheikh Safi od-Din, the ancestor 
of the Safavi shahs. He then proclaimed his intention to subdue all of 
Khorasan next and campaigned there later in the year. The city of 
Herat, then under Afghan control, was one of his main objectives. 
Keeping to his theme of restoring the empire to its Safavi dimensions, 
he claimed the city on the grounds that it had been part of Safavi 
Iran.? (As matters developed, he never reached Herat. The Russian 
operations in the Caucasus forced him to cut short the Khorasan 


campaign.) 
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The Qajar dynasty survived a critical test when the supreme au- 
thority passed from Aqa Mohammad to his chosen heir, Fath ‘Ali. 
The new shah obtained the endorsement of one of the most influen- 
tial Shii mojtaheds (especially venerated religious scholars). The moj- 
tahed named Fath ‘Ali his deputy and ‘‘permitted”’ the new shah to 
take the throne.'° There were a number of challenges to the central 
government from one of Fath ‘Ali’s brothers, (whose power was 
based on the western Iranian plateau), a scion of the Zand family in 
the vicinity of Esfahan, the Shaqaqi and Domboli Kurds and Afshar 
Turcomans in Azerbaijan, a grandson of Nader Shah, as well as Afghan 
tribesmen in Khorasan. All of these opponents had been defeated by 
1803. As early as 1800, it was clear that the anti-Qajar forces in 
Khorasan were on the wane. Only in the northwestern marches did 
Fath ‘Ali continue to encounter serious difficulties. 

Fath ‘Ali shared his predecessor’s opinion on the status of Georgia. 
In 1800, when Kovalenskii wrote the shah demanding that he drop 
all claims to Georgia, return the people captured during the 1795 at- 
tack, and pay reparations for the damage done at that time, the en- 
raged shah had his chief vizier, Haji Ebrahim, explain the basis for his 
claim to the eastern Caucasus. The tone of the letter, althought force- 
ful in setting forth the shah’s argument, was not insulting as was 
the Kovalenskii message. In fact, Haji Ebrahim referred flatteringly 
to Paul and expressed the desire for cordial relations with Russia. 
However, with regard to the Russian claim to Georgia, Haji Ebrahim 
minced no words. Georgia had always been part of Iran, he wrote. 
Erekle’s treaty with Catherine was illegal and treasonous: 


Since the time when the globe divided into four parts, Georgia, Kakheti [a Geor- 
gian province] and Teflis [Tbilisi] were included in the Iranian state and in the 
time of previous Iranian shahs the inhabitants always adhered by service and obe- 
dience to their [the shahs’] decrees but were never part of the Russian realm, 
except on that occasion when King Erekle, . .. . contemporary of .... Aqa Mo- 
hammad Khan, had the notion to cast off the rule of his customary sovereign 
[and] embark upon a path of hostility against Iran. .. . What trust do the agree- 
ments of King Erekle deserve? What value can his signature have? For example, 
if one of the peoples located on Russia’s borders gave itself over utterly capri- 
ciously to Iranian sovereignty [and] initiated a treaty and other agreements with 
it [the Iranian government] would such a deal have force? In no way could it 
place itself under Iranian suzerainty.... Now, thank God, the authority of the 
Iranian throne is fully affirmed, for all khans, rulers, and commanders bow their 
necks before it..... 


The letter closed with an announcement of the shah’s intention to 
send 60,000 soldiers to the eastern Caucasus. According to Haji Ebra- 
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him, this was intended not for the conquest of foreign territory but 
for the establishment of law and order within a part of the empire 
and the maintenance of the Russo-Iranian border (as it stood before 
the recent Russian expansion).!* This theme of reestablishing Iranian 
control over the country’s northwestern borderlands was echoed in a 
number of proclamations from Fath ‘Ali Shah to various Christian 
and Muslim Caucasians. 

Another point raised in several proclamations to inhabitants of the 
disputed provinces illustrates the way in which Russia’s heavy-handed 
treatment of Georgia strengthened the Qajar argument. When Russia 
abolished the rule of the Bagrations, Fath ‘Ali Shah was able to style 
himself the defender of Bagration legitimacy by recognizing the princes 
Alexander (Erekle’s son) and T’eimuraz (Giorgi’s son) as the valts of 
Georgia and sending troops to restore their kingdom to them. The 
shah also tried to win over Prince P’arnaoz, Prince Alexander’s young- 
er brother. !9 

While the Qajars’ desire to reestablish Iranian hegemony over the 
eastern Caucasus was vital to their own prestige, that was not the spe- 
cific cause of the war with Russia, even though it increased the ill 
will between the prospective combatants. Fath ‘Ali had threatened 
to drive the Russians from the Caucasus, but the war did not begin in 
earnest until there was a direct Russian military threat to the Qajar 
government. This threat had two aspects. The first was the way Fath 
‘Ali perceived Russia’s involvement in the Caucasus as being directed 
against his authority. The other was the way Russia deliberately took 
the offensive against Iran and tried to intimidate the shah. 

Although Russia’s official policy was to extend its border only to 
the Aras and Kura rivers, there was little reason for Fath ‘Ali to feel 
sure that there would be no attack on the territory farther south, es- 
pecially since Russian ambitions occasionally ranged beyond that line. 
St. Petersburg readily agreed to Tsitsianov’s proposals to take control 
of Tabriz (the capital of Azerbaijan) and Khoi (located on the Turkish 
border), even though both were south of the proposed border, and, 
once the war had begun, accepted his plan to invade Gildan as well. 

Even if the Russians had not advocated such measures, there would 
have been good reason for the shah to suspect Russia of hostile in- 
tent. Catherine made several attempts, albeit unsuccessful ones, to 
establish Morteza Qoli, Aqa Mohammad’s rebel brother, as the ruler 
of the south Caspian coast, and her 1796 proclamation to the Iranians 
and Caucasians announced her intention to liberate Iran from Aqa 
Mohammad’s tyranny. Fath ‘Ali’s government interpreted these ac- 
tions as proof of Catherine’s desire to conquer Iran.'* In writing 
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about the 1796 campaign, one chronicler compared it to the dismem- 
berment of Iran in the 1720s.!5 Given this frame of reference, Russia’s 
annexation of Georgia and the establishment of a Russian garrison 
there would certainly appear ominous to the Qajar court. Most alarm- 
ing were Tsitsianov’s attacks on neighboring Muslim-ruled areas. As 
another chronicler expressed it, the Russians, having taken Georgia, 
decided to take the surrounding territory.!© In other words, Russia 
was encroaching on Iran. The process began with Tsitsianov’s ill-fated 
attempt to crush the Lesghis of Jaruteleh. To officials in Tehran, this 
was an attack on Iranian vassals.!7 The official’s alarm increased 
greatly when they learned of the conquest of Ganjeh. Javad Khan 
recognized Fath ‘Ali Shah as his suzerain, was expected to fight for 
the shah against the Russians, and was considered under the shah’s 
military protection. Of particular importance was the fact that the 
conquest of this vassal principality was a sudden move not preceded 
by any explanation or declaration from Tsitsianov to the shah.!8 
Presumably, the silence made such a great impression on the Tehran 
court because it implied contempt for the shah and set a precedent 
for attacks without warning on other parts of his realm. 

If ‘Abbas Mirza’s army had reached Ganjeh before the storming of 
its citadel on January 3, 1804, the Russo-Iranian War would have be- 
gun there rather than at the Armenian monastery of Echmiadzin in 
Yerevan the following June. As it was, the Iranian army arrived too 
late, and, since winter was not usually a time for campaigning in the 
area, the army returned to territory south of the Aras. It is highly 
probable that the shah would have preferred to avoid war. Instead of 
ordering a counterattack immediately, he had his new chief vizier, 
Mirza Shafi’, send Tsitsianov a stern warning, giving the general a 
chance to back down and avoid war. The tone of the letter was self- 
assertive to the point of offensiveness. No doubt the desire to appear 
resolute and intimidating was a contributing factor in the choice of 
wording, but so too was the outrage over Russian harshness in Jaru- 
teleh and Ganjeh and the feeling that those actions were directed 
against Iran. These themes emerged in Shafi”s references to “the de- 
struction by you [Tsitsianov] of promises of friendship” and his 
charge that “prolonging your stay in Tbilisi on the pretext of con- 
ducting trade, you now extend the hand of oppression to the borders 
of Ganjeh and Daghestan.”’ The letter closed with a warming to Tsit- 
sianov to leave Iranian territory immediately in order to avoid war.!° 

Tsitsianov enjoyed using such language in addressing others but 
could not stand to be insulted in the same way. Therefore, Mirza 
Shafi”s letter, instead of producing the desired result, played into the 
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general’s hands by encouraging his eagerness for war with Iran. Tsit- 
sianov’s reply was a virtual declaration of war. He characterized Sha- 
fi’s reference to him as a merchant as a gross insult to the Russian 
Empire that required punishment by the sword. The only way to 
avoid war was for Iran to turn over the Bagration princes Alexander 
and T’eimuraz, which would have diminished greatly the shah’s ability 
to enforce his own suzerainty or restore Bagration rule in Georgia. 
The letter contained a direct threat to Iranian security: 


If you, desiring the good fortune of Persia, will come to your senses and reflect 
that neither the empty, grandiose threat nor the Persian army numerous as the 
sands of the sea and who fight with feathers, not swords, are frightening to those 
who are accustomed to conquer in all parts of the world. ... x 


In fact, Russian authorities were rather eager for war with Iran. 
The most eager was Tsitsianov, but, as in the case of his dealings with 
Caucasian khans, his extreme measures were warmly received by his 
superiors. All these advocates of war greatly underestimated the dif- 
ficulties and saw it as a way to achieve expansionist goals speedily, 
asserting Russian superiority over “Persians.” Tsitsianov viewed his 
command of the war against Iran as he viewed all aspects of his 
Caucasian service, namely, as the opportunity to create dramatic con- 
frontations and, in winning, impress the tsar. Tuchkov noted that 
Tsitsianov was extremely pleased when the Iranian choice for Catho- 
licos of Echmiadzin imprisoned his Russian-backed rival, because 
that act provided grounds for war with Iran.?! In any event, the gen- 
eral had virtually guaranteed the outbreak of war by his efforts to 
conquer various khanates and his letter to Mirza Shafi’. He also did 
his best to belittle the shah in St. Petersburg’s eyes, as when he wrote 
to Tsar Alexander that Javad Khan had received a proclamation ‘‘from 
the Iranian sovereign—a name which is sometimes given to Baba Khan 
in Persia.’’?? Similarly, once the war began, he proclaimed the tri- 
umph of Russian arms over the cowardly Iranians.?? Contempt for 
Iranian military prowess was widespread among the officers serving 
in the Caucasus and, through their influence, among St. Petersburg 
officials as well. Even after the setbacks suffered by Russian arms 
during the summer of 1804, a young officer, Michael Vorontsov, 
son of the ambassador to London and nephew of the chancellor of 
the empire, wrote to his father that Fath ‘Ali was known to be an 
ineffectual coward who dared not spend much time away from Teh- 
ran for fear of rebellion.”4 

One of the clearest indications of Tsitsianov’s desire for war with 
Iran was his vigorous effort to make certain that St. Petersburg did 
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not negotiate a settlement with the shah in 1805. Authorities in the 
capital were willing to consider negotiation, provided the terms were 
highly favorable to Russia, once they heard rumors that the shah had 
been intimidated by the putative Russian victories of 1804. St. Peters- 
burg’s willingness to make peace was soon intensified by the need to 
concentrate all of Russia’s energies on the war against Napoleon. 
However, Tsitsianov opposed such ideas and persuaded his superiors 
that the war against Iran could not be stopped without undermining 
completely Russia’s position in the Caucasus and, by inference, Rus- 
sia’s honor. At first, he argued that it was necessary to inflict “‘pain- 
ful punishment” on Iran for all the trouble it had caused in 1804. 
Later, he emphasized that the shah would never accept the loss of 
the Caucasus to Russia and would try to take it back.”5 

Despite its preoccupation with other matters, St. Petersburg ap- 
proved Tsitsianov’s conduct of the war, including his plan to strike 
nearer the heart of Qajar power by a campaign inland from Gilan. 
As Czartoryski observed after the first battles, the victories that 
he believed Tsitsianov had won demonstrated the superiority of the 
courage and leadership of the Russian military.”° 

The shah’s efforts to enforce his claim to the Caucasus in 1800 
and 1802 were comparatively small-scale and eneffective. There 
were no major battles; the Iranians did not carry out their plans to 
attack Georgia, nor did they seek a confrontation with Russian troops. 
Troubles with the Afghans in the northeast diverted troops that the 
shah might otherwise have sent to the Caucasus, but by 1802 the 
emergency had passed. Military concerns did not keep the shah from 
staging a more ambitious campaign in the Caucasus in 1802, yet he 
chose not to do so. Only in 1804, after the attack on Ganjeh, the un- 
constructive exchange of letters with Tsitsianov, and the receipt of 
intelligence that other vassals—the khans of Yerevan, Nakhjavan, and 
Khoi—were conducting treasonous negotiations with the Russians, 
did Fath ‘Ali Shah make a greater commitment to war in the Cauca- 
sus.”7 Not until that time did he lead an army to the region, although 
he had taken the field personally in the Khorasan campaign of 1799, 
1800, and 1802. 

The potential for conflict was considerable, given that Russian ru- 
lers and Iranian rulers especially believed that control over the east- 
ern Caucasus was vital to royal prestige. The immediate cause of the 
war was Russia’s threat to the security of the Qajar realm. 


Vil 


The War, 1804 — 1813 


The first war between Russia and Iran lasted for nine years, from the 
unsuccessful Russian campaign against Yerevan in 1804 to the disas- 
trous Iranian losses at Aslanduz and Lankaran in 1812 and 1813. 
Russia’s victory was not a foregone conclusion. Each side had a num- 
ber of advantages, as well as some serious disadvantages. Russia did 
not win the war so much as manage not to lose it. The Caucasian 
theater was for Russia secondary to the European. However, for Iran, 
the war was overwhelmingly important. This was modern Iran’s first 
extensive contact with European Christian powers—not only with 
Russia but also with Britain and France. While fighting the war, Iran 
made its first westernizing reforms, specifically in the military. In 
contrast, the Second Russo-Iranian War (1826-1828) raised no new 
issues but was essentially a brief recapitulation of the earlier conflict. 

At first glance, it seems as though the Russians’ confidence in an 
easy victory over Iran was well justified. Russia was an immense 
country with prodigious resources. By 1805, it had an army of well 
over half a million men (and more than doubled that number over 
the next seven years). Even though these men were not at all battle- 
ready, the number of men under arms was prodigious compared to 
traditional eighteenth-century professional armies. During the late 
eighteenth century, the army had proven that it could be a match 
for Europe’s best. Field Marshall Suvorov dazzled Europe by leading 
an Austro-Russian army across the Alps to resounding victories in 
Italy in 1799. Russia also had a Caspian navy to maintain communi- 


99 


100 = The War, 1804-1813 


cations with the troops in the Caucasus and threaten the coastal 
provinces under the shah’s control. Modest though this fleet was, 
the Iranians had nothing to match it. 

Quite a few of the officers who served in the eastern Caucasus 
were well-trained soldiers of considerable personal courage. There 
were men such as Major-General Peter Nesvetaev, an infantry officer 
who had distinguished himself in Catherine’s second war with the 
Ottoman Empire and then in Poland before being sent to the Cau- 
casus in 1804. There his achievements included the conquest of 
Shakki. Another able commander was Colonel Kariagin, who in 
June of 1805 was trapped with his 400 men in a small fort in Qara- 
bagh by an Iranian force of 10,000 to 20,000. The Russians held 
out for a week of bitter fighting during which Kariagin, his subor- 
dinate (Major Kotliarevskii), and more than a hundred of his men 
were wounded. Many others were killed and at least 57 surrendered. 
When he ran low on food, water, and ammunition, and had only 150 
soldiers fit for combat, he agreed to surrender. During the truce he 
had requested on the pretext of obtaining his superior’s permission 
to surrender, he led his men in a nighttime escape into the nearby 
mountains, where Armenians gave him food and shelter.’ Kotliar- 
evskii went on to become an even better known hero of the war in 
the Caucasus. He fought in many of the important battles of the 
era, from the storming of Ganjeh—during which he was gravely 
wounded—to the final battles of Aslanduz and Lankar4dn, in which he 
commanded the victorious Russian troops. At Lankaran, he preferred, 
as usual, to be in the thick of things rather than command from a 
safe distance and, as a result, suffered a serious head wound that left 
him incapacitated for the remaining thirty-eight years of his life. The 
Russian army was also supplemented by contingents formed by new 
subjects, such as the Qarabaghis, who fought alongside the Russians 
in 1805, and the Georgians, who participated in Tsitsianov’s sieges of 
Yerevan and Baku. 

However, Russia’s advantages were more apparent than real. Every 
one of its strengths counted for less than expected, and a host of un- 
forseen problems complicated matters still further. 

The most obvious problem was that Russia could not devote its 
full attention to the war against Iran because Russia was also at war 
with France (1805-1807 and 1812-1815), the Ottoman Empire (1806- 
1812), and, briefly, Sweden (1808-1809). (Russia was also officially 
at war with Britain from 1807 until 1812, but there were no military 
clashes between the two states. The disruption of trade with Russia’s 
principal commercial partner was the most serious repercussion of 


The War, 1804-1813  =101 


that war.) Although the Ottoman Empire claimed suzerainty over the 
western Caucasus and consequently opposed Russia’s claim to the 
Georgian principalities there, the causes of the war between these 
two empires were related solely to European affairs. Napoleon and 
Alexander each sought to strengthen his own influence in the Balkans, 
and each had a measure of success. While France’s diplomatic influ- 
ence increased in Constantinople and its military position in Dalma- 
tia grew stronger, Russia became more aggressive about strengthening 
its position in parts of the Balkans, especially in Moldavia and Walla- 
chia. In December 1806, the Ottoman Empire formally declared war. 
Russia soon had cause to regret involvement in this war. In the first 
year, it tied down 40,000 Russian soldiers; the fighting dragged on 
for six years. 

These developments had direct repercussions on the Russo-Iranian 
War. First, the troops sent to the Caucasus to fight Iran had also to 
be used against the Ottoman positions in the western Caucasus. The 
gains there were small in comparison with the drain on Russia’s re- 
sources. In a single unsuccessful attack on an Ottoman border pro- 
vince in 1807, Russia lost 900 men it could hardly spare from its 
small contingent in the Caucasus.? The Treaty of Bucharest, which 
ended the war, restored to the Ottoman Empire most of the territory 
Russia had conquered, including the coastal fort of P’ot’i (the most 
important strategic position in the western Caucasus), as well as Mol- 
davia and Wallachia in the Balkans. 

Russia’s preoccupation with France and the Ottoman Empire led 
Alexander to try to end the war with Iran on several occasions be- 
tween 1806 and 1808.° Russian authorities, who did not understand 
the seriousness of Iranian claims to the disputed territories, blamed 
France for the collapse of the peace talks. In 1807, shortly before the 
Franco-Russian peace, France had signed a treaty of alliance with Iran, 
the Treaty of Finkenstein, in which France promised to help Iran re- 
gain Georgia. However, the chief obstacle to peace was the Russian in- 
sistence that Iran formally cede all the territory north of the Aras and 
Talesh, even though Yerevan was still effectively in Iranian hands and 
other parts of the region were under no more than nominal Russian 
authority. Alexander was unrelenting, and he maintained, “I certain- 
ly will not make any concessions, their [the Iranians’] claims are 
mad.’’* He also insisted that Russia had to have the river border it 
wanted because “this barrier is necessary to prevent the incursions of 
barbarian peoples who inhabit the land.”* The war against Iran was 
resumed with another costly and unsuccessful attempt to conquer 
Yerevan. 
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The Russians also had other enemies to fight in the Caucasus. Raids 
by Lesghis from the high mountains on Georgia’s northeastern bor- 
der were a recurrent problem. They sometimes acted in concert with 
one of the Bagration pretenders or other mountain tribes and some- 
times on their own initiative. Since their aim was to raid, not to con- 
quer, they preferred to avoid pitched battles with the Russians but 
caused considerable disruption nonetheless, as in 1805, when some 
20,000 of them swept past the 150 Russians guarding the northeast- 
ern border and raided Georgia. Other mountain tribes periodically 
battled the Russians. Among the most dangerous were the Ossetes 
and Chechens, who lived in the area where the narrow road linking 
Georgia and the Caucasian Line crossed the high mountains. In 1804 
and on several later occasions, they completely cut the road or raided 
travelers on it, thus blocking communications. Some of the western 
Georgians also opposed the expansion of Russian power in the Cau- 
casus. The foremost of these opponents was King Solomon of Imer- 
etia, who had been forced into nominal submission in 1804 but who 
repeatedly fought the Russians until they conquered his principality 
in 1809. The principality of Mingrelia had been on hostile terms with 
Imeretia and therefore chose to make common cause with Russia in 
1803. Abkhazia submitted in 1809, but a civil war in which one side 
was anti-Russian complicated the takeover. Guria did not submit 
until 1811. 

Even the east Caucasian principalities that formally submitted to 
Russia could not be considered securely. in the Russian camp. The 
khanates of Qarabagh, Shakki, and Derbent-Qobbeh were all the 
scenes of armed struggle against the Russians. The Georgians, many 
of whom had looked to Russia to protect them from external and 
imternal strife, were disenchanted by the termination of Bagration 
rule, heavy-handed Russian administration, and the privations caused 
by famine, plague, and prolonged warfare (from which the Russians 
had failed to protect Georgia). This led to the defection of Georgian 
nobles (to Imeretia, the high mountains, and Iran) and rebellions in 
which all levels of society participated. There was a serious rebellion 
in the north in 1804, some minor disturbances in 1806 and 1810, 
and a massive explosion in the north and east in 1812 that involved 
Georgian peasants and mountain tribesmen. The road across the 
mountains was cut, a Russian garrison of 214 was massacred, and 
Russians elsewhere were under siege or in retreat. The rebellion in 
Georgia was put down by the summer, but fighting in the high moun- 
tains lasted into the spring of 1813. 

The natural environment provided as many obstacles as the human 
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one. Ironically, for all of Russia’s insistence that the Aras and Kura 
rivers constituted the only secure border with Iran, for most of 
the years the Aras could be forded at so many places that the Rus- 
sians could not have hoped to patrol them all. Throughout the war, 
Iranian troops crossed and recrossed the Aras without difficulty. The 
geographical difficulties that had plagued the 1796 expedition re- 
mained a problem. Even when the road between Georgia and the 
Caucasian Line was not under attack, it posed many hazards. At- 
tempts were made to improve it, but it was still extremely narrow (in 
some places ten to twelve feet wide) and vulnerable to avalanches, 
floods, and blizzards. Artillery and large carts could not travel along 
this route, and fatal accidents occurred regularly. The mountainous 
terrain of most of the war zone and the many thick forests prevented 
Russia from maximizing its clearest military advantage, its artillery, 
which was difficult to transport or use effectively in the narrow con- 
fines within which the fighting often took place.® 

Contrary to the Russians’ expectations, they were not able to use 
their naval supremacy on the Caspian to compensate adequately for 
the difficulties they encountered on land, either in supplying troops 
in the Caucasus or in attacking enemy coastal positions. Not only 
was there a serious climatic problem, in that severe storms and ice- 
bergs made sailing the Caspian perilous during the winter, but the 
Russian navy was unequal to the task. Many naval vessels were in dis- 
repair, and the quality of their weapons was as often substandard. 
For example, when the navy attempted to bombard Baku into sub- 
mission in 1805, it only had two suitable guns and both broke after 
five days’ use. At this time, the Caspian fleet had only eleven seawor- 
thy vessels and, therefore, had to be supplemented by rented mer- 
chant boats for the transportation of supplies. Renting provided a 
limited solution for the problem since the cost was high and the bud- 
get small.” 

Service in the Caucasus in the early nineteenth century was made 
still more hazardous by a variety of health problems. Russians, as 
newcomers to the area, were especially susceptible to illness from un- 
familiar foods and water, scorching summer heat, and diseases to 
which natives had acquired immunity. Baku, Qobbeh, Ganjeh, and 
the land along the Aras were considered particularly unhealthy areas. 
In addition, repeated epidemics swept through the Caucasus. Plague 
reappeared in the region in 1803. There are no statistics on the over- 
all casualties, but in Tbilisi, where the mortality rate was particularly 
high, 500 people died of plague in a single month. Every year during 
the next decade, an outbreak of the disease occurred somewhere in 
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the Caucasus, the period from 1808 to 1812 being especially bad.® 
In addition to all the other problems caused by the plague, communi- 
cations—including the transportation of supplies and retnforcements— 
were interrupted by periodic quarantines. 

The ravages of war and disease, and the simple fact that there was 
a Russian military presence in the Caucasus, disrupted the region’s 
economy. The economic problems not only added to the troubles 
of the native inhabitants but also made it impossible for the Russians 
to fulfill the expansionists’ optimistic prediction that a large part of 
the cost of taking and governing the eastern Caucasus could be fi- 
nanced by local revenues. The sudden increase in Russian spending 
connected with the administration of Georgia and military needs pro- 
duced rapid inflation in the cost of food and other essentials but not 
a rise in incomes. In addition, Russia’s currency was in a disadvanta- 
geous position. Through Russian purchases, the silver rubles passed 
into general circulation, where the exchange rate with local coinage 
was about one-sixth below what Russian authorities had expected. 
Much of the coinage passed out of circulation altogether through 
trade between local and foreign merchants and melting down for 
use by local silversmiths. At the same time, the various natural and 
war-related disasters produced a sharp decline in the region’s econo- 
my. Taxes (from areas under direct rule) and tribute (from vassal 
states) fell into arrears. Since Russia was at war in other quarters 
from 1805 on, the government was unwilling to increase the alloca- 
tion of funds for the Caucasus. As a result, the Russian comman- 
ders-in-chief in the Caucasus had to reduce the scale of their opera- 
tions to keep within the limits of their revenues. An important part 
of the revenue was in kind, primarily foodstuffs, rather than in cash, 
and had been expected to fill the Russians’ needs for provisions. 
However, food was scarce for most of the war era, and there was a 
serious famine in 1811. Many of the rubles that were supposed to 
pay for the war against Iran and the administration of the newly con- 
quered provinces went instead to buy food and rent ox carts to trans- 
port it.? 

Even apart from the shortages of essential supplies, the quality of 
the Russian army in the Caucasus was substandard. Although daring 
and ambitious men were able to win recognition for their deeds in 
this theater of war, the whole mountain region was generally regarded 
as one of the less prestigious places in which to serve. Assignment to 
the Caucasus was commonly used as punishment for some major dis- 
grace, such as dueling, or for generally inadequate performance. The 
Caucasus long remained a dumping ground for those out of favor 
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(for example, the Decembrists in the 1820s and, in the 1830s, the 
poet Lermontov, who had angered Tsar Nicholas by criticizing Push- 
kin’s enemies). Ever since the annexation of Georgia, service in the 
Caucasus had had a bad reputation. The high cost of living and the 
absence of familiar amenities greatly lowered the morale of those who 
served there. Unethical conduct of all sorts was widespread. Corruption 
was common in a variety of forms, from looting the subject population 
to gift giving by officers to their superiors. Drunkenness, gambling, and, 
to the outrage of Commander-in-Chief Paulucci, living openly with 
mistresses were typical of the Russian life-style in the Caucasus. Men 
who served in the Caucasus were rarely promoted to positions else- 
where, especially since they were perceived as men who were not good 
enough to obtain more prestigious appointments in the first place. 
Besides their poor reputation, the soldiers assigned to the eastern 
Caucasus were not an impressive fighting force. In fact, many of them 
had never seen battle before. This group included Lieutenant-General 
Rtishchev, the commander-in-chief from 1812 to 1816, who was sent 
to the Caucasus even though he did not wish it after thirty years of 
honest but undistinguished service. Major-General Zavalishin, who 
commanded the ill-fated Caspian campaign of 1805, was also a new- 
comer to combat duty. When reinforcements could be spared for ser- 
vice in this area, they were usually raw recruits who not only were 
untested in battle but were unfamiliar with the use of their weapons.!? 
Others had more experience but were not particularly able or suc- 
cessful. Tsitsianov was a case in point, as was his successor, Gudovich. 
By the time Gudovich returned for his third tour of duty in the Cau- 
casus, he was about seventy, more irascible than ever, and aware that 
he was not equal to the demands of his office. Things went badly from 
the start. His vanity was wounded by Lieutenant-General Glazenap, 
who, in the interval between Tsitsianov’s death and Gudovich’s arrival, 
launched an expedition from the Caucasian Line to take Derbent and 
Baku. Therefore, Gudovich stopped the expedition after it had con- 
quered Derbent and gave the command to one of his cronies. Glazenap 
retired from active service. Gudovich then picked a senseless fight with 
Major-General Nesvetaev, whom he accused of cowardice and incom- 
petence for preparing to conquer Shakki and Yerevan. Nesvetaev was 
allowed to proceed in Shakki, but the attack on Yerevan was canceled 
so that some of Nesvetaev’s troops could be sent to Baku, where they 
were not needed. Before long, Gudovich had lost the confidence of 
most of his subordinates. His most ambitious and least successful un- 
dertaking was his Yerevan campaign of 1808. He began the siege of 
Yerevan with about 3,500 men in October, traditionally considered too 
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late in the season to begin a campaign. At the start of the siege, he 
predicted a speedy victory and was especially confident that his artil- 
lery would breach the walls of the citadel. Only after he failed did he 
try to put the blame on the lack of artillery and manpower. In fact, 
the operation had just been poorly planned. (Even the ladders for 
climbing the citadel walls were too short.) After a six-week siege, he at- 
tempted to storm the citadel, having ordered the massacre of all enemy 
combatants. Instead, the Iranians put up an effective defense and re- 
pulsed the attack, killing nearly 300 Russians and wounding nearly 
600 more. Gudovich indignantly remarked that the Iranians used de- 
fensive measures they had not used before and blamed French inter- 
ference. After two more weeks of waiting for the Iranians to surrender, 
he lifted the siege and began an arduous journey back to Georgia 
through snow-covered mountains, and many more soldiers died. Alex- 
ander was appalled by the poor preparation for the campaign, and 
Gudovich resigned.!? No more major operations against Iran were un- 
dertaken until 1812. 

Desertion was a serious problem in the Russian army as a whole and 
especially in the Caucasus. This is not surprising considering that the 
rank and file was composed of peasant draftees forced to serve for a 
twenty-five-year term and that morale in the Caucasus was particularly 
low. By the latter years of the war, starvation had driven increasing 
numbers to desert. It was fairly easy for a soldier to escape from his 
unit since Russian authority was confined to a few garrisons in strategic 
locations and villagers often helped soldiers make good their escape. 
The exact number of deserters is not at all clear since Russian authori- 
ties were usually reticent on the subject and many deserters who settled 
in Iran were treated much the same as prisoners of war. A French visi- 
tor to Iran during the 1830s claimed that at one point there had been 
6,000 Russian deserters there, although most had subsequently re- 
turmed to Russia. There are a few Russian reports of desertion by groups 
of from 20 to 90 men. There were a few officers among the deserters, 
including a lieutenant who was with Kariagin when Kariagin was nearly 
defeated by the Iranians in 1805 and a lieutenant-colonel who had 
been commandant at Elizavetpol’ (Ganjeh) for several years before 
his defection in 1808. Deserters and prisoners of war received various 
treatment in Iran. Some endured poverty and neglect or occasional 
harassment. However, ‘Abbas Mirza often provided better treatment 
since he found the Russians useful as military advisers. His army in- 
cluded a Russian unit of about 200 men who fought valiantly on the 
Iranian side in the battle of Aslanduz in 1812 and another of 400 men 
who did a poor job in the fighting in Talesh in 1813. Other Russian 
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deserters and prisoners formed honor guards at the courts of the shah 
and several of his sons. A few converted to Islam, but others who did 
not were nonetheless allowed to marry and begin a new life in Iran. 
Some were made officers in the Iranian army.!? 

The biggest problem with the Russian soldiers in the Caucasus, 
whether they were stalwart veterans or disgruntled cannon fodder, 
was that there were not nearly enough of them. Troops were allocated 
to the Caucasus as a whole, rather than to specific areas of acute need. 
This meant that there could be more than 40,000 men in the region 
as a whole but far fewer than 10,000 of them in the eastern Caucasus. 
The overwhelming majority of the troops were stationed at the Cau- 
casian Line to prevent tribes from the high mountains from attacking 
the Russian agricultural settlements north of the mountains. After 
1805 St. Petersburg would not spare reinforcements and in 1811 re- 
called two regiments of infantry and two of cavalry for service on 
other fronts. Russia’s effective military strength in the eastern Cauca- 
sus was less than the allocations, often by 2,000 or more, because of 
the high rate of death, illness, and desertion. By 1811, there were fewer 
than 3,000 soldiers to garrison the eastern Caucasus and fight Iran.'* 
Not only were the Russians few in number, they were also predomin- 
antly infantry, by a ratio of about 2 to 1. Therefore, they lacked the 
maneuverability as well as the numbers to deal with the Iranian army. 
Their maneuverability was further impeded by a dearth of horses for 
the cavalry and of pack animals for transporting military supplies. 

The strengths of the Iranians were virtually the mirror image of the 
Russians’. Even though the war brought the introduction of new mili- 
tary principles, the traditional army was not without its good points. 
First of all, it was many times larger than the Russian opposition. It 
seems to have numbered approximately 50,000 men for most of the 
war era, although some estimates range well over 100,000, including 
emergency levies. The shah also had an elite guard of several thousand. 
The army was mostly cavalry, with each tribe expected to contribute 
a certain number in proportion to its size. The Afshar tribesman from 
from the Lake Urumiyeh region in western Azerbaijan were apparently 
the best. Levies from the sedentary population made up the infantry. 
Soldiers had to provide all of their own equipment. Except for the 
highest ranks, the pay was very low, which made the taking of booty 
essential. Although the Iranian army bore little resemblance to the 
tightly organized Western armies of the day, European soldiers re- 
peatedly commented on the Iranian soldiers’ martial skills. Russians 
involved in the 1804 Yerevan campaign were surprised by how well 
the Iranians fought. Several British and French visitors were struck 
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by the courage and capacity to endure hardship of the Iranian soldiers. 
The cavalry was noted for its expert horsemanship. Riders could gal- 
lop over rough terrain and then stop abruptly without being thrown. 
This meant that the Iranian cavalry was far better suited to operating 
in the rough Caucasian terrain than was the Russian infantry. Iranian 
sabers were often of high-quality steel and were used with deadly 
skill by the soldiers. Firearms, whether hand guns or artillery, were 
of very poor quality, but the cavalry soldiers were superior marks- 
men nonetheless. Their skills included being able to fire accurately 
over their shoulders while galloping away from the enemy, a tactic 
that the Russians found disconcerting.!* (The Iranians also used the 
lance and the bow and arrow.) 

The quality of the military leadership varied greatly. Although 
Fath ‘Ali sometimes brought his troops into the war zone, more im- 
mediate direction of the Iranian effort was entrusted to the heir pre- 
sumptive, ‘Abbas Mirza, who in 1804 was fifteen years old. At first, 
the real commander was Soleiman Khan, a cousin of Aqa Mohammad, 
who had a reputation for drunkenness. As ‘Abbas grew older, he 
took charge, immersing himself in military affairs, displaying his 
courage by risking his life in battle, and punishing officers for cow- 
ardice. At least two of the Iranian generals were men of notable brav- 
ery and dedication. Hosein Qoli Khan, son of Mohammad Khan of 
Yerevan, had played a crucial role in defeating Fath ‘Ali’s enemies in 
the struggle for the throne and was made governor of Yerevan in 
1807. He was allowed virtually complete autonomy and distinguished 
himself as a general and an administrator for the next twenty years. 
Even the Russians respected him as a soldier. The other outstanding 
leader was Sadeq Khan Qajar, who was made the general of an elite 
corps of European-style infantry and, with the help of two British 
artillery officers, conquered Talesh in 1812. The British officers were 
withdrawn soon after because of the Russo-British alliance against 
Napoleon, but Sadeq showed that he could continue zealously with- 
out the British. In January 1813, Sadeq, the ten generals under his 
command, and 2,500 other soldiers valiantly defended Lankaran 
against an attack by Kotliarevskii. The Iranians kept fighting through 
five days of heavy bombardment, but Sadeq Khan and half his troops 
were killed when the Russians stormed the fortress.'° 

The Iranians employed several customary tactics against the Rus- 
sians with considerable success. The tribal habit of raiding for booty 
harmonized with the tactical necessity of avoiding the formal battles 
in which Russian strengths would have been best utilized. Until the 
deployment of European-style units late in the war, the Iranians relied 
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primarily on guerilla raids, picking off small, isolated detachments, 
burning crops in the fields, and carrying off people and herds of ani- 
mals. (Sieges were used only in dire emergencies, as in the Russian 
blockade of Yerevan in 1804.) ‘Abbas Mirza often repeated a saying 
of Aga Mohammad’s, “Never come within reach of the Russian guns, 
and never, by the celerity of the cavalry, allow a Russian villager to 
sleep in peace.’””!” Both sides employed the tactic of relocating, some- 
times forcibly, inhabitants of the disputed provinces, but the Iranians 
did so to a far greater extent than the Russians. Many Ganjevis were 
removed, apparently with their consent, to areas under Iranian con- 
trol. Perhaps as many as several thousand Qarabaghis, as well as several 
hundred Turcomans from the southern border districts of Georgia, 
were also moved, although the latter group eventually returned to 
their homes. '8 

Iran also supported Caucasian opponents of Russian expansion 
with messages of encouragement, promises for money, and, rarely, 
plans for coordinated military action. Sheikh ‘Ali had such contacts 
with the Iranians but relied primarily on his own resources. Several 
Bagration princes, especially Alexander (Erekle’s eldest surviving son), 
relied heavily on support from every possible source—Georgians, 
tribes from the high mountains, Prince Solomon of Imeretia, and, 
most of all, Iran. Sheikh ‘Ali’s years of guerrilla raiding exasperated 
the Russians greatly. In 1809, Commander-in-Chief Tormasov, in es- 
sence, admitted his inability to defeat Sheikh ‘Ali by conventional 
military means when he came up with a scheme to stop the khan by 
finding someone to turn him in or assassinate him or, if that failed, 
by restoring him to power in Qobbeh. (No suitable assassin was found, 
and the plan was dropped.) Sheikh ‘Ali’s local success could not by 
itself have driven the Russians from the Caucasus. Prince Alexander’s 
success was also local and, in addition, episodic. He blamed his fail- 
ures on inadequate Iranian support but to the end of the war kept 
asking for more help.!? The reverse situation, in which Russia tried 
to win over Iranian subjects, also existed. Apart from the khans of 
the disputed provinces, several prominent individuals who lived in 
territory controlled by Iran also had contacts with the Russians. 
Sometimes the aim was to test whether Russia would offer more 
than Iran, as was the case with the governor of Tabriz and the leaders 
of the Shahsavan tribe. Sometimes the individual had broken with 
the shah before seeking Russian favor, as was the case with Ja‘far 
Qoli Khan of the Domboli Kurds. He was unusual in that he and a 
band of followers migrated to Russian territory. Armenians, especially 
from the Tehran area, did likewise. However, most of those who 
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looked to the Russians became disappointed by their weak showing 
in the war and in some cases were brought under tighter Iranian con- 
trol.?° 

Morale among the Iranian troops seems to have been fairly good. 
Even though the pay was poor, the opportunity to take booty was a 
considerable attraction. In fact, the tribal levies expected the shah to 
provide them with some campaign each year. (If the government had 
not been strong, the tribes might well have raided within Iran.) Herds 
of animals and a wide variety of objects were carried off, but the 
most valuable and prestigious type of loot was slaves, particularly 
Georgian women who were highly valued as concubines. There was 
also a slave trade conducted by merchants, but the war provided op- 
portunities for Iranian soldiers to kidnap slaves themselves. In 1810, 
an incentive of another sort was provided by the declaration of a 
holy war against the Russians. Several mojtaheds agreed to the gov- 
ernment’s arguments that a holy war was incumbent upon pious Mus- 
lims because the Russians had invaded Iran and oppressed Muslims.?! 
Reports of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, to which a rumor of Alex- 
ander’s surrender had been added, buoyed the Iranians’ hopes for a 
time. 

While some of the characteristics of Iran’s traditional army gave it 
an advantage over the Russians, others had the opposite effect. The 
most obvious problem for both tactics and morale was the woeful 
inadequacy of Iran’s artillery. Until the French-assisted military re- 
forms, there was no functional heavy artillery at all, only a few can- 
non left over from the Safavi era or captured from the Russians. One 
of the Russian cannons was fired on ceremonial occasions at the 
shah’s palace in Tehran, but the rest were broken beyond repair. The 
only kind of artillery used in battle was the zamburak (“little wasp’’), 
a small, short-range piece similar to the European falconet. Zambur- 
aks were mounted on camels for great mobility and usually fired in 
group volleys to compensate for the fact that they were not careful- 
ly aimed (or designed for accuracy). The zamburaks and projectiles 
were made of copper, (which was very expensive) or lead (which was 
too soft and heavy). The projectiles were often flawed; this caused 
them to break easily or, worse, explode upon firing. The clamor of 
battle and their frequent injuries caused many of the camels to run 
amok during a battle, doing at least as much damage to the Iranians 
as to the enemy. Many of the infantry’s guns were also extremely 
poor, especially the type that had so long a barrel it required a two- 
foot-high crutch to support the front. However, this mattered little 
since the infantry was not considered important.?? The artillery’s 
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shortcomings created a further problem—Iranian soldiers, who were 
unfamiliar with heavy artillery, were easily frightened by Russian 
artillery. Even the ferocious Aqa Mohammad was intimidated by it. 
His determination to avoid pitched battles with the Russians was a 
recognition of his army’s weakness as well as its superior maneuver- 
ability. He remarked to his grand vizier, Haji Ebrahim, on the subject 
of how to oppose the Russian campaign of 1796: ‘Can a man of 
your wisdom believe I will ever run my head against their walls of 
steel, or expose my irregular army to be destroyed by their cannon, 
and disciplined troops?’’?? When pitched battles did occur, Iranian 
troops sometimes scattered in panic when faced with Russian artil- 
lery, as did some Kurdish units during the fighting in Yerevan in 
1800.74 

Many of Iran’s problems in the war stemmed less from its tech- 
nological inferiority to the Russians than from its fundamentally dif- 
ferent concept about how armies should be run and wars fought. By 
European standards, the Iranian army was disorganized and undiscip- 
lined. Each Iranian cavalry regiment was composed of the members 
of a single tribe, whose strongest loyalties were usually to their fel- 
low tribesmen. As a result, the regiments did not coordinate their 
efforts and were quick to mutiny when an affront to tribal honor 
was perceived. Their movements resembled a tribal migration, with 
random groups traveling toward a general objective at widely varying 
rates and arriving as long as several weeks apart. Wherever they went, 
they lived off the land, which meant that to many villagers on the 
Iranian side of the border as well as the Russian that the cavalry was 
just the latest band of marauders to plunder the sedentary popula- 
tion. Battle was conceived of as the traditional tribal raid in which 
large numbers of cavalry swept down on an outnumbered opponent. 
Instead of taking part in a coordinated attack, each soldier used the 
battle as an opportunity to display his individual prowess and take 
booty. These achievements, not the total defeat of the enemy, were 
the goals of a battle. As a result of the Iranian practice of stopping 
to loot before the battle was over, troops repeatedly allowed the 
Russians to escape or even regroup and counterattack. On some oc- 
casions, the Iranians were so weighted down with plunder that their 
slow departure from enemy territory made them vulnerable to 
attack.?s 

Although the traditional system produced some excellent com- 
manders, it more often rewarded court favorites without regard to 
their ability. Like many of the armies of early modern Europe, there 
was no clear-cut distinction between military and civilian service by 
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the elite, and the best positions often went to court favorites, who 
were not necessarily competent. Commanders were usually allowed 
to appoints their own subordinates, and they usually chose relatives 
or members of their personal entourage. These people were loyal to 
their benefactors, not the army or the state. The organization of the 
army, especially the practice of giving a commander the money and 
food intended for distribution to his men, minimized accountability 
and maximized the opportunity for embezzlement. As in other ar- 
mies, there were a number of important-sounding sinecures, most 
notably the command of the heavy artillery. (topchibashi) in an 
army that had none. The commander of the army (lashkarbashz) in 
the late war years was Mehrab Khan, who had no qualifications for 
his office and used it for its opportunities to collect graft. One of 
his techniques was to threaten to punish officers for misconduct and 
then extract from them payment for his leniency. There were some 
striking examples of inept leadership by commanders who actually 
took the field. ‘Ali Khan commanded the garrison of a fortified vil- 
lage controlling the mountain pass that the Russians would have to 
cross into Talesh. When Kotliarevskii approached, ‘Ali fled without 
putting up a fight. At first, Fath ‘Ali was enraged and planned to 
execute the cowardly officer. Instead, he commuted the sentence 
to a fine and eventually restored ‘Ali to his former office of chief 
groom (shater bashi). There are other instances of commanders 
being disgraced briefly and then returned to favor.?6 

The Iranians did not take several precautions against the Russians 
because they had not been needed against traditional foes. Iranians 
did not fight at night and did not expect the Russians to do so either. 
As a result, there were never more than a small number of sentries 
posted around an Iranian camp at night. Camps were set up without 
organization, except that the commander’s tent was always at the 
center, with his highest-ranking subordinates around him. This meant 
that ammunition and artillery were not stored where they were read- 
ily accessible, even after the westernizing reforms. There were no pre- 
determined rallying points in case of attack, so soldiers scattered in- 
stead. At least some tents were made of white fabric, which made 
them visible from a considerable distance in the moonlight. No par- 
ticular importance was placed upon tight secrecy either. Plans for 
a forthcoming battle were bruited about the whole camp and enemy 
spies picked them up. These security problems caused the Iranians 
problems on many occasions, most important at Aslanduz in October 
1812. ‘Abbas Mirza led a force of about 5,000 European-style infan- 
try to the south bank of the Aras with the intention of crossing into 
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Qarabagh and defeating Kotliarevskii, who was just north of the river 
with 2,000 soldiers. Kotliarevskii found out and attacked first. Al- 
though difficulties in fording the Aras prevented him from reaching 
the Iranian camp during the night, lax security was still in effect 
when he arrived in the early morning. Kotliarevskii’s men were about 
300 yards from the camp before they were discovered by the Iranians 
who fled in disorder (although they later regrouped in a fort), leaving 
some of their artillery, most of their ammunition, and virtually every- 
thing else behind. During that day’s fighting and the next, roughly 
40 percent of the Iranian contingent was killed.?’ 

While Iran was at war on its northwestern frontier, it was also in- 
volved in smaller conflicts elsewhere. Fighting broke out between 
the Iranians and the Afghans in 1805 and 1811. In 1811, Iran also 
sent troops against the Wahhabis (a sect that advocated a return to 
its concept of the pure faith of Mohammad) in Arabia. The Iranians 
suffered heavy casualties, but Iran’s security was not jeopardized. 
Relations with the Ottoman Empire were a more serious problem. In 
addition to the long-standing rivalry between the neighboring empires, 
there were specific points of friction that nearly caused a war be- 
tween them during this era. In 1811, Kurds from the Ottoman pro- 
vince of Byazid staged a devastating raid deep into Azerbaijan, de- 
stroying at least fifteen villages. Iran responded by sending the gov- 
ernor of one of the affected districts to attack the Kurds, whose lead- 
er was killed in the reprisal. About the same time, the pasha of Bagh- 
dad, who was on good terms with Iran, was replaced by someone 
who was distinctly hostile. The shah’s eldest son Mohammad ‘Ali, the 
governor of the western province of Kermanshah, argued that the 
Kurdish raid and developments in Baghdad were grounds for war 
with the Ottomans. Yet Iran was so desirous of assistance against 
the Russians that it had endeavored since 1803 to obtain Ottoman 
cooperation in the war. Talks on this subject were resumed in 1809 
and after two years of negotiation led to an agreement to stage a 
joint attack on Russia’s Caucasian forces. However, the plan came 
to nought because the Ottoman general sent to work out the de- 
tails with the Iranians was assassinated by an agent of his political 
rival. Instead of cooperating with the Ottomans, Mohammad ‘Ali’s 
army of around 30,000 fought to oust the pasha of Baghdad. Fi- 
nally, in 1812, Fath ‘Ali’s concern over the war with Russia and 
the sultan’s willingness to take conciliatory measures in the Bagh- 
dad dispute ended the fighting between Iran and the Ottoman Em- 
pire. However, there was no renewed cooperation in the Caucasian 
war, and the Ottoman Empire made a separate peace with Russia.”8 
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Some of Iran’s most serious difficulties in the war with Russia 
were by-products of its domestic problems. Fath ‘Ali Shah’s position 
was much stronger than the Russians thought, but it was not nearly 
as strong as he would have wished. There is little solid evidence from 
which to draw a portrait of the shah’s character. Iranian chroniclers 
could only describe the shah or anyone in his favor in laudatory 
clichés. European visitors were not necessarily more reliable, since 
they saw what they wanted to see, which in turn hinged primarily on 
what they wanted from Iran. One thing that was clear was that Fath 
‘Ali was very different from Aqa Mohammad. The second Qajar shah 
was less harsh and probably less dynamic as well. He did not show 
any signs of the shrewd pragmatism that had enabled his uncle to see 
through comforting illusions. After the execution in 1801 of Haji 
Ebrahim, the sage chief vizier the shah had inherited from the pre- 
vious reign, Fath ‘Ali was not particularly well advised. His chief viz- 
ier, Mirza Shafi‘, was a man of mediocre talents who spent most of 
his time maneuvering against the more able ‘Abdol-Vahhab, head of 
the chancellery. Fath ‘Ali’s manners were polished, and he was well 
educated in the Iranian cultural tradition, including writing poetry. 
He enjoyed a life of luxury; he took great care of his appearance, es- 
pecially his magnificent beard, which extended to his waist, and 
dressed splendidly. Harford Jones, British ambassador to Iran from 
1807 to 1811, saw the shah riding out of camp wearing a purple vel- 
vet coat covered by a diamond-studded mesh, a gold cumberbund 
studded with pearls and a jewel encrusted dagger tucked in it, a scim- 
itar in a diamond-and-ruby-covered scabbard, and a steel helmet 
topped by a large diamond. The shah enjoyed the pleasures of a large 
harem and fathered some 300 children. John Malcolm, who went on 
missions to Iran in 1800, 1808, and 1810, considered Fath ‘Ali ‘‘hu- 
mane and accomplished” but “timid, weak” and “avaricious.”?? The 
shah never led his troops in battle in the Caucasus the way his uncle 
had. Every year during the war, Fath ‘Ali journeyed to the northwest, 
marshalled some of his troops, and sent some of them into battle. 
However, he assigned primary responsibility for the conduct of the 
war to his son ‘Abbas. There are several possible explanations for 
why he limited his role in the conduct of the war, but there is no 
solid evidence to support any of them. According to one chronicle, 
he planned to take charge of the 1804 campaign and leave ‘Abbas as 
governor of Tehran. Only after repeated entreaties did he grant 
‘Abbas’s wish to lead the campaign and thereafter left him in charge 
of the war. However, this explanation does not jibe with either the 
shah’s mistrust of his sons—in light of which, putting the heir pre- 
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sumptive in charge of the capital meant inviting a coup—or his ad- 
ministrative policy, which included reviving the Safavi practice of 
making his sons provincial governors, with Azerbaijan reserved for 
the heir to the throne. Whatever the reasons, Fath ‘Ali’s role in the 
fighting was undistinguished.*° 

The shah had no problems with local rebellions during the war 
years, but he could never be sure of his sons. He faced the age-old 
problem of hereditary monarchy—a prince’s ambitions hinged on tak- 
ing his father’s throne and nature did not always bring the transition 
quickly enough. Most of the later Safavis lived in fear of rebellions 
by their sons. More recently, Nader Shah had ordered his eldest son 
blinded when a coup was suspected. Fath ‘Ali feared several of his 
sons but the eldest, Mohammad ‘Ali, most of all. Mohammad ‘Ali was 
born in 1789 to a Georgian slave who was one of Fath ‘Ali’s concu- 
bines. While illegitimacy did not carry a social stigma, it did mean 
that this prince would not be his father’s chosen heir. Aqa Moham- 
mad had made other arrangements for the succession by having his 
nephew marry a woman from a rival branch of the Qajars, the Davah- 
lu, to heal the rift between the two factions and produce a son who 
would become the third shah of the dynasty. This was ‘Abbas, who 
was about seven months the junior of Mohammad ‘Ali and was for- 
mally designated na@’eb os-saltaneh (viceroy-crown prince) in Aqa 
Mohammad’s will.3! 

The half-brothers were strikingly different people who became 
enemies in childhood and sustained the animosity until Mohammad 
“Ali’s death in 1821. The elder brother was robust, articulate, and as- 
sertive from childhood. Even those who disliked him were impressed 
by his intelligence and imposing demeanor. He reveled in war and 
was noted for his fearlessness, although his detractors considered him 
reckless as well. His temperment was exceedingly volatile and imper- 
ious. He insisted on having his way in all things, whether it be that 
the Portuguese discovered the New World (a subject about which he 
was surprisingly well informed except for that particular) or his de- 
mand that his father allow him to attack Baghdad in 1811. (He threat- 
ened to stab himself if he were denied.) He was angry and bitter at 
having been excluded from the succession. There was a story told 
about him that may or may not be literally true but is certainly illus- 
trative of his character. One day, when Mohammad ‘Ali and ‘Abbas 
were children, the two boys were brought to a place where they were 
told to wait for Aqa Mohammad. Food was set before them; ‘Abbas 
would not eat until his granduncle arrived, but Mohammad ‘Ali began 
to eat voraciously. At that point, Aqa Mohammad entered and be- 
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rated the impatient child. There was an argument, ending with Mo- 
hammad ‘Ali’s promise to kill ‘Abbas whenever the opportunity 
arose.*? 

‘Abbas was not a natural warrior. A sickly youth, he had to work 
hard to develop the physical skills at which his older brother excelled 
naturally. He suffered recurring bouts of ill health throughout his 
life—hepatitis, venereal disease, dropsy—and by the time he reached 
his twenties, he had begun to age prematurely. He was a man of con- 
siderable charm and dignity whose large, expressive eyes, flashing 
smile, and attentive listening won the affections of the European 
emissaries, at least until the war ended and they decided that he had 
failed to reform Azerbaijan along western lines. Having charge of the 
war against Russia could have enhanced his reputation, but it might 
also have damaged it if he were defeated. That would have strength- 
ened Mohammad ‘Ali’s hand in the expected battle for the throne. 
Therefore, it is possible, as some Europeans charged, that ‘Abbas’s 
interest in reforms was superficial, that he viewed reforms—especially 
westernizing ones—as a panacea, and that his court was filled with 
sycophants who encouraged this illusion. What the proponents of 
this view do not mention is that he had good reason to be disen- 
chanted with reforms. The shah encouraged him but would not give 
him adequate support, while the French and British dropped him 
when they no longer needed him. Whatever his motives, he invested 
no small energy in reforms. His direct contact was primarily with 
military reforms, which he gave his vigorous support in a host of 
ways. Civilian reforms were left primarily in the capable hands of 
his chief vizier, Mirza Bozorg, who had grown up in Shiraz and had 
had more extensive contact with European traders. Mirza Bozorg 
gained his earliest administrative experience under Karim Khan Zand 
and later rose to prominence in the service of Aqa Mohammad. He 
impressed quite a few European visitors with his probity and concern 
for the public good. By the later war years, Azerbaijan was considered 
one of the most prosperous, best governed provinces of the empire.*? 
Pierre Jaubert, who was sent to Iran by Napoleon in 1805, expressed 
the prevailing European admiration for ‘Abbas when he wrote: 


This prince possesses enough instruction to feel the need to acquire more. ... 
No one among the Persians esteems the sciences and arts of Europe more than 
he....In sum everything predicts that if he mounts the throne of Persia some- 
day he would display qualities which would make him be counted in the number 
of the greatest sovereigns who have reigned over this vast empire.** 


Mohammad ‘Ali was jealous of ‘Abb4s’s position as heir presump- 
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tive and leader of the war against Russia. He belittled ‘Abbas’s accom- 
plishments in battle and claimed he could do better if given the 
chance. ‘Abbas supported military westernization and was the object 
of great attention by French and British emissaries. Therefore, Mo- 
hammad ‘Ali proclaimed his dedication to the traditional style of 
warfare. He repeatedly criticized Europeans and their ways as inimical 
to Islam. However, he also wanted to be included in the dealings 
with those same European emissaries and had a few French and Ital- 
ians train a contingent of his soldiers in the European manner. Accord- 
ing to rumor, his traditional army exceeded by several thousand the 
size allowed by the shah. The purpose of his army, supposedly, was 
to make ready for his seizure of power. He pressed the shah to allow 
him to join in the war against Russia and finally obtained permission 
in 1809. The resulting campaign did nothing to advance the Iranian 
cause. All that was accomplished was that Mohammad ‘Ali and his 
troops plundered Muslim tribes along the Georgian border and then 
returned heavily laden. Since the attack he was supposed to make on 
the Russians never occurred, the Russians were able to concentrate 
their efforts on fighting ‘Abbas’s army in Ganjeh. ‘Abbas and his men 
narrowly escaped the encircling Russians. Mohammad ‘Ali repeatedly 
pressured the shah for permission to campaign elsewhere. So strong 
was the assumption that he planned to seize power that, when he 
campaigned in Baghdad in 1811, rumors spread that he intended to 
use his large army to take the throne on his return. In fact, no such 
attempt was made.* 

Although the shah feared a coup by one of his sons, it was precise- 
ly that fear that kept him from strengthening ‘Abbas’s position or 
curbing the ambitions of other sons. He occasionally compared ‘Abbas 
favorably to the others, citing in particular “Abbas’s avoidance of 
luxury and his dedication to winning the war. After the 1809 debacle, 
he even gave ‘Abbas temporary jurisdiction over the military affairs 
of Kermanshah as a reproof to Mohammad ‘Ali. He also tried to dis- 
tract his volatile eldest son with a large harem but to no avail. Yet 
he was reluctant to emphasize ‘Abbas’s status as heir by making a 
formal declaration or by making ‘Abbas a cosignatory to a treaty of 
alliance with Britain. The shah believed he had to encourage the am- 
bitions of each son to prevent their rebellion. With several sons, mili- 
tary success was touted to be the key to advancement. There is a 
possibility that Fath ‘Ali withheld some of the assistance he might 
otherwise have given ‘Abbas for fear of making this son too strong.’’*® 

Fath ‘Ali’s adult sons also played a role in Iran’s economic troubles, 
which in turn hampered the country’s war effort. The shah had to 
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meet the expenses of the government and the royal family with in- 
adequate revenues. Nearly a century of turmoil had greatly disrupted 
Iran’s economy. Several epidemics of plague and cholera, as well as 
droughts and earthquakes, had compounded Iran’s troubles during 
the war years. In addition to internal weaknesses, Iran suffered from 
an unfavorable balance of trade. Its principal trading partners were 
Russia and India. Trade with Russia was favorable to Iran and con- 
tinued during the war years, albeit at a modest level subject to peri- 
odic interruptions, as when the Russians burned Anzali after an un- 
successful attack in 1805. However, the profits from this trade at its 
most prosperous could not have compensated for the unfavorable 
balance of trade with India. During the latter years of the war, the 
deficit amounted to more than a quarter of a million pounds annually, 
according to a very rough estimate. Karim Khan Zand reportedly left 
a nearly empty treasury at his death in 1779, even though he was an 
unusually beneficient ruler whose reign was noted for its comparative 
security and prosperity. Aqa Mohammad managed to leave his nephew 
a considerable treasury reserve, but that was not enough to solve the 
country’s financial problems. Fath ‘Ali’s revenues came from a variety 
of sources, notably the harvest tax paid by peasants on crown lands 
and the annual contributions by provincial governors, tribal chiefs, 
and government officials. However, most of the shah’s revenues and 
assets were in kind—cereals, animals, and jewels—and so were not 
readily negotiable for financing the war or other governmental ex- 
penses. Moreover, the amount of revenue derived from the provinces 
was reduced because of the administrative system, according to 
which provincial governorships were given to the shah’s favored sons. 
Except for their annual gifts to the shah, the sons sent no tax monies 
to the central government. Instead, they used their revenues to pay 
for the armies with which they might one day seize the throne and 
to maintain lavish courts symbolic of the dignity to which they as- 
pired. For example, ‘Ali Mirza, the governor of the southwestern 
province of Fars, spent approximately 75,000 pounds a year on the 
upkeep of his court. All of these economic problems meant that the 
revenue of the central government was not large enough to support 
extremely expensive undertakings. The amount of the average annual 
revenue can only be guessed at, considering the government’s arcane 
system of bookkeeping and the tenuousness of European estimates, 
which ranged from 1% million pounds to 3 million, the former being 
more plausible. Several British emissaries to Iran complained that the 
government’s expenditures were limited not only by the paucity of 
revenues but also by Fath ‘Ali’s extreme avarice. However, this judg- 
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ment may have been colored by the fact that those critics felt that 
the shah was not spending enough on the war against Russia. The 
charge is not implausible, but neither is it provable. The shah might 
also have limited his contribution to the war because he was con- 
cerned about the government’s solvency or because he feared making 
‘Abbas too strong. If he was a miser, he nonetheless gave British rep- 
resentatives expensive ceremonial presents, such as gold coins and 
gold brocade robes.” 

Whatever his motives, Fath ‘Ali did not assume primary financial 
responsibility for the war. That burden was to be borne instead by 
the government of Azerbaijan. The province had some important 
economic assets, especially its good pasture and farm lands around 
Khoi in the northwest and Ardabil in the northeast and its location 
on the trade routes to the Caucasus and Anatolia. ‘Abbas and Mirza 
Bozorg tried to stimulate the provincial economy by curbing the 
depredations of local officials and developing newly discovered 
mineral resources. Despite the province’s relative prosperity, there 
were districts, especially around Miyaneh in the south, which were 
extremely poor. Early in the war, there was an outbreak of plague 
in Yerevan (then considered a part of Azerbaijan) in which many 
Iranian soldiers and an unknown number of civilians died. Moreover, 
when Fath ‘Ali made Hosein Qoli Khan the governor of Yerevan in 
1807, he separated that area from the Azerbaijani administration, 
giving Hosein Qoli control of all of Yerevan’s revenue. In some ways, 
this change made excellent sense—Yerevan prospered under Hosein 
Qoli’s rule and the khanate’s army was successful in opposing the 
Russians. However, it weakened the war effort in other ways. The 
rivalry between ‘Abbas and Hosein Qoli impeded their cooperation 
against the common enemy. The loss of Yerevan’s revenue worsened 
‘Abbas economic position at a time when he was trying to strengthen 
his army by having French officers organize European-style infantry 
and artillery units, among other changes.*® 

The resources of Azerbaijan were not equal to the demands put on 
them. According to Mirza Bozorg, the provincial government taxed 
as heavily as it dared but occasionally operated at a deficit. In the 
years during which Fath ‘Ali sent his own troops into battle, his 
treasury covered the expenses, but he sometimes refused to send 
‘Abbas money on the grounds that Azerbaijan’s revenues were suffi- 
cient. The enlargement of Azerbaijan by the inclusion of some terri- 
tory further south could not alleviate the serious financial problem. 
After 1810, the British paid Iran an annual subsidy of 150,000 pounds 
that went primarily to defray the expenses of ‘Abbas’s European- 
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style regiments. However, since the cost of training, equipping, and 
paying these soldiers greatly increased the cost of the war it is not 
certain that his financial problems were alleviated by the British 
subsidy.°? 

The sum of all the strengths and weaknesses was that each side 
had some victories but neither side was able to translate its strengths 
into decisive supremacy. It is not true that Iran was defeated in all 
the battles, as a modern writer has recently claimed.” In fact, the 
opening campaign of the war, the Yerevan campaign of 1804, and 
several that followed it went very well for the Iranians. 

Late in June 1804, Tsitsianov led fewer than 3,000 Russian, Geor- 
gian, and Armenian soldiers across the Yerevani border. His first ob- 
jective was the Armenian religious center at Echmiadzin, where he 
encountered ‘Abbas’s army of 18,000. While the Russian artillery 
inflicted heavy damage, the Iranians showed that they were effective 
soldiers in their own way. The battle was an Iranian victory in that 
the Russians failed to take the monastery and had to withdraw. This 
initial success was nearly undone by serious blunders during the next 
few days. In keeping with their traditional concept of warfare, the 
Iranians allowed the enemy to escape instead of pressing home the 
advantage. A few days later, the Russians returned to Echmiadzin 
and collected the provisions they had sought there. Next, an Iranian 
detachment was surprised by the Russian soldiers marching toward 
Yerevan and was routed. Although the survivors were driven from 
the field in disorder, they were able to regroup and participate in the 
fighting at Yerevan. The Iranians displayed similarly impressive re- 
cuperative powers many times during the war. Russians, used to the 
European distinction between a retreat in good order (which meant 
that the army was still capable of giving battle) and retreat in dis- 
order, often mistook seemingly chaotic Iranian withdrawals for a 
complete breakdown of the army only to find soon after that the 
Iranians were ready to fight again. 

The next major event of the campaign was the siege of Yerevan, 
which lasted from July until September, and was a more clear-cut 
victory for the Iranians. It was, in reality, a double siege. Mohammad 
Khan, some of the city’s inhabitants, and 6,000 to 7,000 troops (in- 
cluding reinforcements from ‘Abbas) held out in the citadel. Tsit- 
slanov’s men occupied the rest of the city and its immediate environs 
but were, in turn, surrounded by ‘Abbas’s much larger force supple- 
mented by some of the shah’s troops. Once again the Russian artil- 
lery was an effective weapon, but the Iranians were able nonetheless 
to inflict heavy casualties and prevent a Russian advance. They 
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burned the wheat fields and cut all communication between Tsit- 
sianov and Georgia. The 200-man contingent sent to fetch supplies 
from Georgia was surrounded by 6,000 Iranians and most were 
killed (of the few survivors, most were enslaved). Finally, with a large 
proportion of the Russians dead wounded, another thousand ill, and 
the rest weakened by five weeks of living and fighting on half-rations, 
the Russians retreated. Their troubles were not over. They were still 
short of food and water; so many of their pack animals had died that 
the beleaguered soldiers had to haul the baggage themselves; and 
Iranian raiders harried the retreat, picking off stragglers and setting 
fire to the parched fields. Not even Tsitsianov tried to claim this as a 
victory. (An indication of the extent of the Russian losses is the ab- 
sence of an official report of their own battle casualties for the siege 
or the campaign as a whole.)*! 

There were few other large-scale undertakings until the closing 
months of the war. The 1805 Russian campaign to take Anzali and 
cross Gilan to Qazvin forced the Iranian government to curtail its ac- 
tivities on the Caucasian front in order to concentrate on Gilan. The 
precaution turned out to be unnecessary, since the Russians became 
bogged down in the Gilani swamps after leaving Anzali and were 
soon defeated by the provincial army. After Gudovich’s failure at 
Yerevan three years later, both sides limited themselves to the strategy 
that suited them best: the Iranians raided enemy territory while 
avoiding pitched battles; the Russians concentrated on defending 
populated areas from those raids. Each side enjoyed occasional suc- 
cess. Raids frequently ended with a retreat hastened by the arrival of 
Russian reinforcements. However, such retreats did not affect the 
Iranians’ capacity to stage more raids. For example, a Qarabaghi fort 
located on the route used by the Iranians in many of their raids was 
the scene of some of the most intense fighting in the summer of 1810. 
A regiment led by Kotliarevskii took the fort from an Iranian garri- 
son by storm. Once in possession of the fort, the Russians could not 
prevent the Iranians from raiding the surrounding countryside or re- 
moving the inhabitants to the south bank of the Aras. Although the 
Iranians suffered heavy losses when they attempted to retake the 
fort, they were able to continue raiding as late as November and car- 
ried off several score inhabitants and thousands of animals.*? 

As the war dragged on, there seemed to be no end in sight. Some 
of the principals on both sides realized this. In the spring of 1812, 
Fath ‘Ali remarked to the British ambassador, Gore Ouseley, that, 
since the Russian position in the Caucasus was defensive, it would 
not be burdensome for the Iranians to sustain the current level of 
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warfare for years. The shah had an ulterior motive for raising this 
point in that he was arguing for increased British assistance so that 
Iran could increase its war effort, but the argument was well grounded 
nonetheless. Commander-in-Chief Tormasov had reached the same 
conclusion in 1809, when he told St. Petersburg that Russia lacked 
the means to take the offensive and win the war. He argued that 
Russia needed an interval of peace with Iran during which Russia 
could strengthen its position on other Caucasian fronts and then 
take the offensive against Iran.*2 (Given the image of the Iranian 
army that had developed in St. Petersburg over a generation, Torma- 
sov’s argument carried little weight.) However, the war between Rus- 
sia and Iran did not last for half a century, as did the conquest of the 
high Caucasus. The most important factor in upsetting the balance 
between the opposing sides was the intervention first of France, then 
of Britain, which are discussed in the next chapter. 


Vil 


France and Britain in Iran 


The Qajars’s initial exposure to the British and the French was limited, 
but positive, and led Fath ‘Ali to seek Western assistance in his war 
against Russia. Anglo-Iranian contacts centered on the growing trade 
with the East India Company and the stationing of a company “resi- 
dent” in the Persian Gulf port of Bushehr (Bushire). In 1799, Richard 
Wellesley, the governor-general of India, became concerned over the 
threats posed by the Durrani Afghans, who had raided Lahore, and 
by the French, whose troops were in Egypt, from where they might 
attack India. Therefore, Wellesley sent his resident in Bushehr and, 
soon after, Captain John Malcolm (an East India Company soldier 
with experience in civilian administration) to obtain Fath ‘Ali’s 
cooperation in opposing these two threats. Malcolm’s efforts produced 
the Anglo-Iranian political and commercial treaties of 1801. The 
most significant provisions of the political treaty were the Iranian 
commitment to bar the French or the Afghans.! Relations between 
Iran and the company remained amicable for the next few years, 
even though the Afghan and the French dangers subsided and the 
Iranian ambassador to India was killed in a scuffle in 1802. (The 
company paid the ambassador’s son a generous pension.) 

As relations between Russia and Iran deteriorated, Fath ‘Ali looked 
for British support, either military or diplomatic, to help him expel 
the Russians from the eastern Caucasus. He was encouraged in this 
by a highly questionable interpretation of the 1801 political treaty, 
which, he argued, had committed Britain to aid Iran if it were at- 
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tacked by any third party. In addition, Samuel Manesty (the compa- 
ny resident at Basra, near the mouth of the Tigris) became alarmed 
over a threat to India that he believed would result from a Russian 
victory in the Caucasus. The territorial dispute provided what he be- 
lieved to be a golden opportunity to increase British influence in 
Iran. Chance gave him the means to establish contact with the shah. 
The company resident at Bushehr fell ill and could not deliver the 
governor-general’s official condolences on the death of the Iranian 
ambassador to India, so the job fell to Manesty. In 1804, he jour- 
neyed to Iran, where he led the government to believe that his coun- 
try would provide aid, and received a letter from Fath ‘Ali to King 
George III. For the next two years, Iran sent repeated pleas for as- 
sistance to the company, all without avail. Officials of the company 
and the British government viewed the problem very differently 
than did the shah or Manesty, who was rebuked. First, British authori- 
ties considered the 1801 treaty nonbinding on themselves since it was 
never formally ratified. France was no longer a danger in Egypt or 
the Levant, while the Afghans were absorbed in internecine conflict. 
Second, the British did consider the treaty binding to the extent 
that Iran was prohibited from obtaining French assistance. Third, 
Britain and Russia were partners in the Third Coalition against Na- 
poleon (1805-1807); therefore, neither London nor the company 
would condone hostilities against a valuable ally. In fact, British 
officials looked with favor on Russian expansion in the Caucasus, 
an important point to keep in mind in light of later russophobia.? 
John Warren, the ambassador to Constantinople, viewed the Rus- 
sian takeover of Ganjeh as a suitable measure for the protection of 
Georgia and approved further expansion to a natural river border, 
while he deplored ‘‘a most insolent Letter’ from the shah, demand- 
ing that the Russians leave the disputed territories.? Lord Leveson 
Gower, the ambassador to St. Petersburg, lamented the ‘“‘perfidious”’ 
murder of the highly esteemed Tsitsianov.* British officials rarely 
showed an interest in Russo-Iranian relations, but, when they did, 
they sided with Russia. 

For two years, from 1805 to 1807, the Iranians negotiated with 
the French while voicing a preference for aid from the British, if 
only the latter would provide it. Finally, the Iranian government 
concluded a treaty of alliance with France. The French had been 
trying to make an alliance with the Qajars since 1795, when two 
French agents had been sent to propose a joint attack on the Otto- 
man Empire and the use of several thousand Iranian soldiers to aid 
Tipu Sultan of Mysore in his war against the British. However, 
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Aqa Mohammad was not impressed by the humble appearance of 
the two emissaries, who had traveled without an entourage, dis- 
guised as botanists to allay Ottoman suspicions. In any event, he 
was preoccupied with affairs in the Caucasus and Khorasan. There- 
fore, his response was polite, but evasive, stressing the desirability 
of increased trade. The Iranians first showed an interest in a mili- 
tary alliance with France in 1802 or 1803, but this coincided with 
the uneasy peace that followed the Treaty of Amiens, a time when 
Bonaparte was preoccupied with diplomatic maneuverings within 
Europe. Therefore, France did not reply to the Iranian overtures. 
Then, in 1804, matters took a new tum as rumors of Napoleon’s 
victories reached Iran. The French consul general at Baghdad, Jean- 
Francois Rousseau, who had once lived in Iran, began to correspond 
with some of the prominent Iranians whom he had met. Fath ‘Ali 
responded late in 1804 by asking for French assistance in military 
technology. A series of French agents were sent to encourage the 
shah over the next two years, while the British continued to reject 
his requests for help and word reached Iran of Napoleon’s impressive 
victories in central Europe. Finally, an Iranian ambassador (Mirza 
Mohammad Reza, vizier to Mohammad ‘Ali Mirza) departed late in 
1806 to meet with Talleyrand and negotiate a treaty of alliance. The 
following May, the two diplomats signed an agreement, the Treaty 
of Finkenstein, directed against Britain and Russia. France recognized 
Georgia as part of Iran and agreed to “direct every effort to the ous- 
ter of the Russians from that province.” Toward the end, France was 
to sell Iran artillery and rifles and also send French officers to 
“strengthen his [Fath ‘Ali’s] fortresses and to organize Persian artil- 
lery and infantry in accordance with principles of European military 
art.”” Iran was obliged to declare war on Britain, invade India, and 
encourage the Afghans to do the same. Iran was also to facilitate the 
French navy’s use of Persian Gulf ports and allow the French army 
to go to India via Iran. Fath ‘Ali did not intend his promise to join 
France in the conquest of India to amount to anything in the for- 
seeable future. While voicing enthusiasm for the Indian campaign, he 
demanded that the restoration of the Caucasian provinces be settled 
first.> 

In accordance with the terms of the treaty, Napoleon sent Iran an 
embassy headed by Count Claude Gardane (sometimes also spelled 
Gardanne), a cavalry officer whose courage under fire won him a 
promotion to brigadier general in 1799. His embassy—which included 
a number of infantry, artillery, and engineering instructors—was in- 
volved in the first significant effort to reform the Iranian army along 


126 France and Britain in Iran 


Western lines. Before the arrival of the French, some Russian desert- 
ers had been employed to train Iranian soldiers, but this tentative ef- 
fort had had a minimal impact. Early French-directed reforms accom- 
plished little more. Several of Napoleon’s emissaries to Iran during 
the years between 1805 and 1807 encouraged ‘Abbas’s interest in 
Western military techniques. These men translated a few French mili- 
tary treatises and began to drill a very small number of ‘Abbas’s in- 
fantry and artillery soldiers. Fath ‘Ali wished to expand the scale of 
the French efforts and asked that more instructors be sent with the 
new ambassador. The shah regarded military Westernization as one 
of the major benefits of the new alliance with France and a key to 
victory. He may have been influenced by the Ottoman military re- 
forms begun by Sultan Selim in the 1790s, although the cautious 
shah would not have been reassured by the sometimes violent oppo- 
sition of traditionalist groups, especially the Janissaries, and the oc- 
casional disturbances caused by some of the new-style troops. The 
factor that seems to have impressed the shah most was the long 
series of victories European states had inflicted on the armies of 
Islam over the past several generations. As he wrote to Napoleon: 


French troops, better drilled than those of the Orient in the handling of arms, 
are more accustomed to maneuver and are more coordinated in their move- 
ments; for this reason the soldiers of the West always have the advantage over 
Oriental irregulars; and the latter ultimately succumb in their wars against the 
former; in accordance with the union which now reigns between our two em- 
pires....Your Majesty will without doubt find it in his generosity to send 
Tran some skilled instructors, who will teach our subjects the new maneuvers 
so suited to assure the palm of vengeance over our enemies.® 


Gardane’s men trained between 2,500 and 4,000 infantrymen 
and artillerymen. In some ways, the sarbaz, as the new infantry was 
called, was a hybrid of European and Iranian ideas. Uniforms had 
vaguely French-style Jackets with traditional sheepskin hats and 
baggy trousers. The soldiers learned the rudiments of Western drill, 
a radical and rather befuddling departure from their tradition. One 
chronicler observed in amazement the French-trained infantry as 
they stood at attention: “Not one of all those soldiers could move 
without his [the instructor, Captain Verdier’s] permission.”’ An 
artillery officer working in Esfahan managed, despite equipment 
and manpower shortages as well as the hostility of several local of- 
ficials, to deliver 20 cannon to the shah. France also agreed to sell 
Iran 20,000 muskets. The engineers taught a few soldiers the basics 
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of fortification, made some improvements on existing structures 
(most notably at Yerevan), and drew up plans for the construction 
of new forts, such as ‘Abbasabad, near the border with Qarabagh. 
Fath ‘Ali was pleased with developments and asked France to send 
another 30 officers and a host of artisans, including painters, print- 
ers, potters, jewelers, mining engineers, and armaments makers. (The 
purchased weapons were not delivered, the officers and artisans not 
sent, because of the Franco-Russian rapprochement and the subse- 
quent deterioration of Franco-Iranian relations.)® 

The French, and later the British, also trained Western-style cav- 
alry units, but the new ideas made little headway against deeply 
entrenched ideas about how this most prestigious branch of the 
military ought to function. In particular, Iranians objected to Euro- 
pean ideas about how to use the lance. Some European borrowings 
were made without regard to their practicality in the Iranian setting. 
Spurs, for example, were of doubtful use to these already expert 
horsemen and were a menace to the soldiers, who were accustomed 
to sitting on their heels.? 

Whatever the potential for these reforms to have improved Iran’s 
martial capabilities, the efforts faced so many obstacles that little 
was accomplished. Foremost among the obstacles was the shah’s 
disillusionment with French promises to end the war in the Caucasus 
and his expulsion of the French in the spring of 1809. Moreover, 
‘Abbas’s financial problems kept him from maintaining all his sar- 
baz as a standing army (although he tried to circumvent this problem 
by occasionally granting land as payment in lieu of cash). As a result, 
the sarbaz received episodic training. The whole undertaking was so 
recently begun that sarbaz were not ready for battle by the time the 
French departed. In any case, the French officers would not have 
been able to lead the sarbaz in battle against the Russians because of 
the Franco-Russian alliance. Some of the new cannon were poorly 
cast and were liable to explode. The fortifications also suffered from 
structural flaws, largely as a result of design modifications in keeping 
with Iranian practices, such as placing the heavier stones in the upper 
parts of the walls (making them likely to collapse) and adding struc- 
tures to the outer reaches of the fort (permitting the enemy a clear 
line of fire into the center of the fort from the outworks). And the 
frequent earthquakes in Azerbaijan damaged many fortifications. 

Many of the problems were inherent to the process of change, 
rather than to the specific conditions of the French activities, and so 
persisted when the British took over. The reforms were unpopular 
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with some of the soldiers serving in the new units and also with religious 
leaders. Although the new uniforms preserved a few elements of tradi- 
tional dress, the overall appearance was European—and therefore 
vaguely Russian. The new drill was similarly tainted. Some Iranians 
argued that to dress in this manner and submit to this discipline was 
a betrayal of Islam. ‘Abbas responded by wearing the new-style uni- 
form and learning the drill himself. In the early stages of the reform, 
he also had the new units train where they could not be seen so as to 
avoid provoking opposition. The shah openly demonstrated his support 
for the reforms by having members of his own court wear the new 
uniforms and ordering the prince-governor of Shiraz to do likewise. 
Some of the ‘ulama (Islamic religious leaders) as well as ‘Abbas’s politi- 
cal rivals, argued that the presence of infidels in Iran was injurious 
and the adaptation of infidel fighting methods contradicted the exam- 
ple set by Mohammad. Mirza Bozorg counterattacked by obtaining 
the endorsement of other ‘ulama and circulating Koranic references 
to the armies of the Prophet fighting in dense groups (the implication 
being that this was like the European carré). The government rationale 
was that it was reviving the practice of early Islam, which Christians 
had learned but the faithful had forgotten. ‘Abbas used the distribution 
of British-made flags to the new infantry, cavalry, and artillery corps 
as an occasion to propagandize for the reforms. In separate ceremonies 
for each of the three branches, he had a prominent member of the 
‘ulama bless the flags and tell the troops that they should regard the 
flags as they would the banner of the Prophet; they should choose 
death over the loss of their flags. 

Discipline was another major problem. The Western-style army was 
composed of men from various Azerbaijani tribes, but each tribe had 
to be kept separate. (For example, under British tutelage, there were 
separate regiments of Shaqaqis, Kangerlus, and Shahsavans.) ‘Abbas’s 
repeated attempts to reorganize the army along nontribal lines failed; 
the soldiers’ tribal solidarity was often stronger than their military 
discipline. Not surprisingly, officers from the traditional army also 
opposed the innovations. Given the vested opposition to the reforms 
and the novelty and stringency of the new regimen, discipline was hard 
to maintain. ‘Abbas tried to improve the attitude of the soldiers in 
the new army through rewards—higher pay for the rank and file, land 
grants, and gold and silver medals. He put himself under the command 
of his foreign officers when he participated in the infantry and artil- 
lery traming and recognized those officers’ complete authority in dis- 
ciplining the troops. During the period of British influence, a soldier 
who appealed to ‘Abbas about the punishment meted out by a foreign 
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officer was liable to have his punishment doubled. Despite all these 
measures, the problem was never fully resolved. 

For all the reforms’ shortcomings, Fath ‘Ali and ‘Abbas still believed 
that the adaptation of Western military techniques could break the 
deadlock in the war with Russia. ‘Abbas continued to drill his sarbaz 
according to the new regimen even after the French left. (He preserved 
these units, which he valued for their experience, when the British 
organized another Western-style army.)!° 

In the early stages of the Franco-Iranian alliance, Napoleon thought 
that encouraging Iran to keep fighting for all the disputed Caucasian 
provinces would be a useful drain on Russia’s military strength in 
Europe. Therefore, he advised the shah, ‘“‘For your part, attack with 
vigor the enemies [the Russians] that my victories deliver to you 
weakened and demoralized. Retake from them Georgia and all the 
provinces which had been [part of] your empire and close the Caspian 
ports to them.”’"! His attitude soon reversed itself. One month after 
the Treaty of Finkenstein was signed, Napoleon inflicted a devasting 
blow to the Russian army at Friedland. At the end of June, he and 
Alexander concluded an alliance by the Treaty of Tilsit. No attention 
was given to the Russo-Iranian dispute. This could be justified formally 
by the fact that the Treaty of Finkenstein had not yet been formally 
ratified. However, the basic issue was that Iranian affairs had been re- 
duced to a minor issue in French eyes. The shah might still be a use- 
ful ally in some conjectural invasion of India, but his cooperation 
could not be purchased at the cost of antagonizing Russia. Moreover, 
the Spanish uprising, which began in 1808, tied down some 300,000 
French troops and forced Napoleon to postpone any plans for Asian 
campaigns. 

Even before Gardane reached Iran, his instructions had been changed. 
Instead of helping Iran fight Russia, he was to mediate an end to the 
war as quickly as possible. By coincidence, the moment was a propiti- 
ous one because the combatants had of their own accord begun to 
discuss the possibility of negotiating a settlement. St. Petersburg had 
wished to open negotiations as early as 1805, but Tsitsianov ensured 
the defeat of that idea. In 1806, with Tsitsianov dead and the central 
government alarmed over the outbreak of war with the Ottoman Em- 
pire, the tsar recommended negotiations with the Iranians if they were 
at all possible. Russia was even willing to waive, at least temporarily, 
its unenforced claims to Yerevan and Nakhjavan. Gudovich, who 
would not have dared to exceed orders the way Tsitsianov did, was 
further encouraged to pursue negotiations by a letter he received from 
Mirza Musa, the governor of Gilan and the court astrologer. There is 


130 France and Britain in Iran 


some ambiguity about the terms Mirza Musa proposed, an important 
point since the Russians believed that the shah waived his claim to 
Georgia. The original has not survived, and the only direct reference 
to it comes in a letter from Gudovich to one of his generals, which 
means that the likelihood of misinterpretation is great. (There is in- 
direct evidence that Mirza Musa did write to Gudovich on the subject. 
Later correspondence between Gudovich and Iranian officials contains 
a few references to that letter without eliciting an Iranian disclaimer 
of its authenticity.) The Iranian peace proposal seems to have been 
motivated by the hope that, with Tsitsianov gone, the Russians might 
be more willing to compromise. The tone of the letter, according to 
Gudovich’s summary, put the blame for the war on Tsitsianov, specific- 
ally that he devastated lands subject to Iran: Yerevan, Ganjeh, and 
Daghestan (Derbent, Qobbeh, and the eastern high Caucasus). Gudo- 
vich believed this meant that Iran admitted that Georgia was not one 
of its vassals. However, Qarabagh was excluded from the list although 
the shah certainly considered that part of his domains. When the shah 
had sought help from Britain and France to enforce his claims in the 
Caucasus, he had repeatedly specified Georgia as an objective. More- 
over, by 1806, he was dealing from an apparent position of strength. 
France was promising assistance, and Russia’s Caucasian forces were 
in disarray. It is improbable that Fath ‘Ali would have reduced his 
demands under such circumstances, but the Russians, believing that 
he had, were outraged later in the negotiations by unambiguous de- 
mands for the cession of Georgia. Although they lacked a common 
understanding of the terms, the Russians and the Iranians began to 
correspond on the subject of peace. There was no fighting, apart from 
a few raids along the border, during 1807 and most of 1808.!? 
Gardane was in Iran during that period and worked assiduously to 
mediate a peace agreement. He hated being in Iran; the living condi- 
tions did not meet his standards, and the climate aggravated a painful 
war injury. He begged to be released from his assignment, even having 
his wife intercede on his behalf with the Empress. However, while he 
was there, he was wholly committed to accomplishing something im- 
pressive for France by guaranteeing the supremacy of its influence in 
Iran and excluding the British. To that end, he promised the shah 
everything at a time when neither his own country nor Russia would 
permit the fulfillment of such promises. He declared in writing that 
the settlement would involve Russia’s cession to Iran of all the disputed 
territories, including Georgia. He assured the shah that Napoleon had 
great influence over Alexander and would make the tsar agree to all 
these demands. He also proposed, as a way of cementing Iran’s ties to 
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France, that the peace talks between the Iranian and the Russian am- 
bassadors be held in Paris, with Napoleon’s mediation. As a result, 
the shah, ‘Abbas, and their favored officials were encouraged to maxi- 
mize their demands on Russia while relying on Gardane and France 
to deliver complete victory. There was never an opportunity to test 
whether the Iranians might have been willing to yield on some points 
in the process of serious negotiations because they confronted only 
nonnegotiable demands.!? 

Russia’s position was as intransigent as Iran’s but even less tenable 
because it was so remarkably ill-conceived. St. Petersburg’s brief initial 
willingness to allow some leeway on the status of Yerevan and Nakh- 
javan was quickly replaced by a renewed claim to the two khanates, 
even though they were still under Iranian control. From Gudovich’s 
first letter to the Iranian government to the collapse of the negotia- 
tions, Russia demanded that Iran waive any claims to all the territory 
north of the Aras and the Kura on the grounds that the claims were 
tenuous and the area of little value. (Alexander, in his discussions with 
Ambassador Caulaincourt, carried the matter further by claiming that 
Russia already controlled the territory in question, including Yerevan 
and Nakhjavan. Caulaincourt and his superiors in Paris took the tsar at 
his word.) The Iranian government replied—with more aplomb than it 
was usually given credit for by Europeans— that, if the area was worth 
so little, there was no good reason for Russia to want it and further- 
more that, if large rivers were necessary for secure borders, Russia 
should stick to its established river boundary in the northern Caucasus. 
(Gudovich misinterpreted this last remark as an Iranian claim to all 
the land up to the northern Caucasus.) If the French were not to be 
trusted, as the Russians argued, then surely the greater danger would 
be to Russia (which had until recently been France’s enemy) than to 
Iran (which had had only peaceful relations with France). The Rus- 
sians tried lying in ways they could easily be caught, like telling the 
Iranian government that Napoleon could not help because he was dy- 
ing of some illness at a time when he was writing the shah of his vic- 
tories in eastern Europe. Gudovich was under the illusion that Iran 
was in dire straits, that the shah could never make an alliance with 
France because he feared a French invasion, and that he and Hosein 
Qoli Khan of Yerevan were willing to give up that khanate and Nakhja- 
van because of the excessive defense costs. The commander-in-chief 
believed that there was a rebellion in Khorasan in 1808, which was 
not the case. He also mistook John Malcolm’s unsuccessful attempt to 
persuade the shah to revert to a British alliance for a successful inva- 
sion of the province of Fars. The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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(specifically, S. M. Bronevskii, the Asia expert and veteran of the 1796 
campaign) drew up a lengthy argument designed to persuade the Iranian 
government of the advantages of making peace on Russian terms. In 
addition to pressing the claim that the disputed territories had all re- 
belled against Iran, Gudovich was to tell the shah that, if he (Fath ‘Ali) 
yielded to all of Russia’s demands, Russia would recognize him as shah 
and thus give him a secure claim to his throne that he could not achieve 
by himself. Similarly, ‘Abbas was to be told that he would be strength- 
ened in his rivalry with his elder brother by giving up the war against 
Russia. The peace talks broke down when Russia became impatient 
with Iran’s refusal to yield. Therefore, Gudovich decided to frighten 
the Iranians into concessions by conquering Yerevan late in the year 
after the Iranian army had disbanded for the winter. The result con- 
tradicted his expectations in every way.'4 

The failure of the peace negotiations marked the defeat of Gardane’s 
efforts and drove Iran from the French camp to the British. Part of the 
fault was Gardane’s personally. He promised too much, The last straw 
was the attack on Yerevan that made a mockery of his assurances that 
Russia would not dare threaten that khanate as long as France medi- 
ated in the negotiations. While Fath ‘Ali was considering whether to 
receive another British mission, this one under Sir Harford Jones, 
Gardane lost his opportunity to continue diplomatic maneuvers by 
demanding that Fath ‘Ali expel Jones on pain of the departure of the 
French embassy. The shah, unimpressed, gave Gardane his leave. The 
French ambassador then compounded his problems by requesting to 
leave via Russia. His intention was to try to salvage French interests 
by negotiating a peace settlement along the way, but, influenced by 
the recent disappointments, the Iranians interpreted his request as a 
sign of his pro-Russian bias. 

Even if Gardane had been a shrewder diplomat, there would have 
been little he could have done to change the course of events. Ambas- 
sador Caulaincourt was quickly rebuffed when he offered Alexander 
French mediation at peace talks to be held in Paris. The tsar made 
the cutting reply that France had no more business involving itself in 
Russia’s Caucasian affairs than Russia did involving itself in France’s 
Spanish affairs. In response to Russian wishes, Caulaincourt ordered 
Gardane to help France’s ally by ridding it of the war with Iran. Gar- 
dane’s job was to ensure that Iran agreed to Russia’s terms. The Iranian 
government did not know about these exchanges, but it did perceive 
French coldness in other ways. The commercial treaty negotiated in 
1808 was not ratified by France. Iran’s ambassador in Paris was 
snubbed and prevented from communicating with his government for 
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a year. In sum, France’s involvement in Iran initially bolstered Iranian 
hopes. When this alliance proved counterproductive, the shah did not 
abandon the principle but rather looked for a different ally — Britain.'* 

Since the British and then the French had courted the shah, it was 
not surprising that he thought he had some leeway to play the one 
against the other and thus obtain the greatest assistance against Russia. 
The British reaction under these circumstances was poorly coordinated. 
The first British action regarding Iran since the Manesty fiasco was 
taken by Lord Minto, the governor-general of the East India Company’s 
holdings in India. He reacted to the Franco-Iranian alliance by sending 
John Malcolm back to Iran. Part of Malcom’s problems stemmed 
from the fact that he reached Iran in the summer of 1808 at at time 
when Fath ‘Ali still hoped that the French would obtain a favorable 
peace agreement. However, another important cause of his failure 
was his hectoring tone. He scolded the Iranians for failing to comply 
with the anti-French provisions of the 1801 treaty and implied that 
the shah would face Britain’s wrath unless the French were expelled 
immediately. Malcolm was indignant that the Iranians were preoccu- 
pied by their own self-interest and did not comply with his demand 
regarding the Gardane mission. Even Lord Minto faulted Malcolm’s 
contemptuous treatment of the Iranians. The shah considered Britain 
to have violated the treaty by not aiding him against Russia and would 
allow Malcolm no more than to negotiate with the governor of Fars, 
perhaps with the intention of using this as a way of pressuring Gar- 
dane. Malcolm, of course, refused the terms and withdrew. In any case, 
he seems to have been more interested in using this incident as a justifi- 
cation for seizing an island in the Persian Gulf for use as acommercial 
center and military base than in negotiating.’© 

London was also concerned about developments in Iran, and in 
1807 had appointed Harford Jones as the king’s envoy to Fath ‘Ali. 
Jones was a longtime company servant, resident at Basra from 1786 
to 1794 and at Baghdad around the tum of the century. During those 
years, he visited southern Iran several times and befriended a number 
of prominent individuals, among them Mirza Bozorg, who had been a 
vizier in the Zand government. Unlike Malcolm, Jones seems to have 
felt genuine admiration for a number of Iranians and tried to under- 
stand their views. Although appointed before Malcolm, he reached 
India shortly after Malcolm’s departure for Iran. He then waited for 
the outcome of that mission and did not arrive in Iran until the close 
of 1808. Unlike his predecessor, Jones emphasized the desirability of 
improving Anglo-Iranian relations. Fath ‘Ali was more inclined to lis- 
ten after the breakdown of the peace talks and summoned Jones to 
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Tehran, where a preliminary treaty of alliance was agreed upon. In 
addition to a provision that obligated Iran to deny any European 
army passage to India or the Persian Gulf, Britain agreed to a provision 
requiring that it would assist Iran against any attack by a European 
power, including one begun prior to the treaty. The assistance could 
take the form of direct military action, subsidies, or mediation.!7 

Britain’s position in Iran was not yet secured. The shah still wished 
to keep his options open and so did not break completely with the 
French. Although Gardane had left in April, two members of his em- 
bassy remained in Azerbaijan until the end of the year. As Fath ‘Ali 
explained to a member of the Jones mission, Britain wanted him to 
break with France, which was not his enemy and was helping him in 
the war with Russia. Britain professed friendship but had as yet pro- 
vided no help. The shah used this occasion to pressure Britain into 
giving large-scale assistance: 30,000 soldiers and 20,000 guns, or 
200,000 tomans (about £150,000). At the same time, Lord Minto, 
in a fit of pique that Jones and London had succeeded where he and 
Malcolm had failed, did his best to sabotage the Jones mission. In 
1809, he ceased to honor Jones’s bills, thus raising doubts in Tehran 
whether Jones was a legitimate representative of his government em- 
powered to negotiate a treaty. 

The following year Minto went further, firing Jones (which he 
lacked the authority to do) and sending Malcolm to replace him. 
Minto was jealous of his authority and wanted Malcolm to remain in 
Iran even if London confirmed Jones’s mission. As a result, the shah 
then had three options: he could recall the French, who still corre- 
sponded with him and sent secret emissaries to Iran; he could accept 
the 1809 preliminary treaty, in which the exact terms of assistance 
had not been specified; or he could try to obtain even more favor- 
able terms from Malcolm, which seemed promising in light of Mal- 
colm’s extravagant gift giving on his first mission to Iran. The French 
were clearly in the weaker position, although they kept trying to re- 
coup their losses and the shah’s government occasionally sent friendly 
letters. Malcolm was initially well received, and various officials 
wrote of their preference for dealing with him over Jones. That was 
not surprising since Jones and Mirza Shafi‘ had clashed over the size of 
the proposed subsidy. However, Mirza Bozorg favored Jones and had 
considerable influence over the shah. Eventually, London thwarted 
Minto’s power play by confirming Jones as the official British repre- 
sentative in Iran. Malcolm had to withdraw, but Jones was also re- 
moved, In his place, London sent Sir Gore Ouseley, a former company 
employee with a reputation as a Persian scholar. The new emissary 
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negotiated another treaty, much like the preliminary one except for 
added details about the nature of British assistance, ‘Abbas’s endorse- 
ment of the treaty, and his recognition as heir apparent.'® Ouseley 
remained in Iran through the end of the war with Russia and had 
considerable influence on its outcome. 

Fath ‘Ali would not have consented to renewing his alliance with 
Britain unless that country promised to aid him in the war against 
Russia. This meant Britain, or more precisely the company, was com- 
mitted by treaty to provide officers and weapons for a Western-style 
army and a subsidy to pay for it. One of the few points on which 
Jones, Malcolm, and Ouseley agreed was that the assistance was not a 
good idea. They felt that the Iranian soldiers could be very effective 
using their traditional cavalry methods while members of a Western 
style army would need a long period of training before they could be 
ready for active duty. However, they all reconciled themselves to the 
project, which the shah and ‘Abbas believed indispensible. !? 

The two main differences between the military reforms directed 
by the French and the British were that the efforts of the British 
were on a larger scale and produced troops who played an important 
role in the last battles of the war. The subsidy from the governor-gen- 
eral was a major asset. This paid the salaries of the new army’s offi- 
cers and men and of the fifty or so British instructors and artisans. 
It also paid for a large quantity of weapons and related military sup- 
plies. By the close of the war, Iran had received some 16,000 muskets 
and 20 cannon, as well as 1,000 sabers sent as a gift from Malcolm to 
‘Abbas. In addition, the British manufactured gunpowder, gun car- 
riages, and other items in the Tabriz citadel. The advisers also built or 
reinforced a number of fortifications. The appearance of the new 
army was changed. The infantry uniform closely resembled the hybrid 
style of the French-trained soldiers, except for a change in color, but 
the artillery was clothed in the British style. (In the process, the British 
hoped to do their own business interests a service by having the new 
army clothe its soldiers in British woolens.) The soldiers were required 
to be clean shaven, an unpopular symbolic break with Iranian prefer- 
ence that even “Abbas opposed until he witnessed an accident in 
which a soldier’s beard was ignited by a spark from a gun. The British 
also trained a fife corps, which became quite adept at playing English 
dances, much to the shah’s delight. 

Not everything went smoothly. In addition to the basic problems 
that the French had also confronted, the British also faced some 
problems peculiar to their circumstances in Iran. First of all, the 
French-trained units were still in existence and bitterly resented the 
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British presence. An attempt to put the French-trained Shaqaqi in- 
fantry under British command produced considerable friction. Given 
the current ascendancy of the British in Iran, the French-trained sar- 
baz could not hope to be the most-favored units in the new army, 
and their hostility complicated the task of military reform. Financial 
problems, mostly related to British expenditures in Iran, were another 
important source of trouble. Apparently, some Iranian officers in the 
new army embezzled or postponed payment of subsidy monies des- 
tined for the troops under their jurisdiction. Since the British officers 
made a strenuous effort to end looting, the ordinary soldier was left 
with an inadequate wage and barred from the usual method of sup- 
plementing his income. Ouseley claimed that the shah compounded 
the financial problems by diverting a large part of the subsidy for his 
private purposes. However, there is no solid evidence on this issue. 
The ambassador’s contention was that, before his arrival, none of the 
shah’s officials had dared explain that the subsidy was other than a 
personal gift for the shah to use however he wished. That specific 
argument is contradicted by Jones’s account of his discussions with 
the shah when the subsidy was first arranged. At that time, Jones 
explained the precise meaning of the subsidy. Since he spoke in Per- 
sian directly to the shah, there is no possibility of distortion by some 
intermediary. Ouseley derived his ideas about the shah from Malcolm, 
who stressed the shah’s avarice, so it is hard to judge whether Ouse- 
ley’s accusation was based on fact or a presumption of corruption. 
However, there is no doubt that money problems harmed the morale 
of the British officers serving in Iran, expecially Captain Charles Chris- 
tie (in charge of the new infantry), Lieutenant Henry Lindesay (in 
charge of the artillery), and Ensign William Monteith (the engineer 
in charge of fortifications), All were promised bonuses (from their 
own government or the company) for their service in Iran but re- 
ceived none and in fact went into debt. All were eager to leave Iran. 
Ironically, Christie and Lindesay were “Abbas’s favorites and stayed 
with him after the rest of the British were withdrawn in the autumn 
of 1812 because of the Anglo-Russian alliance.”° 

Despite all the problems, by 1812 ‘Abbas had a European-trained 
army of about 13,000 infantry, cavalry, and artillery (of which most 
were infantry). He and the shah were pleased with the results and 
optimistic that victory was at last within reach. The fledgling units 
had begun to see action in 1810 and experienced some modest suc- 
cesses and failures. Their most important victories came early in 1812 
in Talesh and Qarabagh. In Talesh, the principal opposition came 
from the khanate’s tribal cavalry, with only a small number of Rus- 
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slans involved. However, in Qarabagh, about 2,300 European-style 
troops defeated nearly 900 Russians at Soltanbud, within fifty miles 
of Shusha. Christie and Lindesay led the infantry’s advance on the 
Russian position, while Major D’Arcy (the commander-in-chief of the 
new army) directed the artillery, which made the most important 
contribution by blowing up the Russian magazine. Christie and Linde- 
say won the Iranians’ admiration by putting themselves in the thick 
of the fighting, thus proving that they would not shrink from fighting 
their fellow Christians. The Russians lost more than 300 killed, in- 
cluding their commandant and 12 other officers, and suffered about 
an equal number wounded. (The Iranians lost 140 killed, including 
2 British sergeants.) After a day of battle, the surviving Russians sur- 
rendered. The Iranians raided the surrounding area and returned to 
a position south of the Aras with their prisoners and booty. 

Although the new army’s victory was as heartening to the Iranians 
as it was humiliating to the Russians, there were clear signs that the 
new army had serious flaws. There were as yet no Iranians with suf- 
ficient training to lead the troops. Furthermore, centuries of military 
tradition could not be unlearned in a few years. The new army had 
made undeniable progress, but it was still in an unsatisfactory transi- 
tional stage between two methods of warfare. A striking example of 
this is the way the new infantry performed satisfactorily in the first 
wave of attack on the Russian position at Soltanbud and then broke 
ranks when victory was imminent in order to plunder. This enabled 
The Russians to regroup and drive off the attackers. At the time, no 
one guessed that the inexperienced new army would soon face a 
critical test.?} 

The year of 1812 ought to have been a good one for the Iranian 
war effort in light of the early victories, the anti-Russian uprising in 
the Caucasus, and the French invasion of Russia, but instead it be- 
came a time of disaster. The invasion began in June, when Napoleon 
sent more than 600,000 soldiers to force Russia into submission. As 
Russia marshalled its military resources for the defense of the nation, 
it also strengthened its international position by concluding an alliance 
with Britain in August. In October, when Ouseley finally learned of 
the Anglo-Russian rapprochement, he realized that the anti-Napo- 
leonic cause required that Russia be freed of its Caucasian distraction. 
Therefore, he recalled the British officers from the Iranian army. Fath 
‘Ali and ‘Abbas were extremely upset and after much pleading per- 
suaded Ouseley to let Christie, Lindesay, Dr. Cormick (the prince’s 
physician), and 13 drill sergeants remain with the prince’s army in 
the event of any fighting with the Russians. Raids following the well- 


138 France and Britain in Iran 


established pattern continued during the autumn, when ‘Abbas sent 
his cavalry to lead a hoped-for uprising. Commander-in-chief Rtisch- 
chev was convinced that he lacked the means to stage a major offen- 
sive against the Iranians, so he concentrated instead on strengthening 
border defenses against the recurrent raids. In keeping with that poli- 
cy, he sent Kotliarevskii to take charge of the Qarabaghi frontier. At 
the same time, ‘Abbas made his camp as he often did just south of 
the border at Aslanduz, where it was comparatively easy to ford the 
Aras forty miles west of its confluence with the Kura. 

Kotliarevskii exceeded his order to followa purely defensive course 
of action and decided to make a preemptive attack on the prince’s 
camp. The battle began at the end of October as Kotliarevskii caught 
the Iranians unprepared. The Iranians had the larger force—some 
5,000 men, including several hundred sarbaz as well as the shah’s 
elite infantry—but the 2,000 Russians had the advantage of surprise. 
The camp was overrun, and the Iranians retreated in poor order, leav- 
ing most of their supplies behind. Lindesay and the artillerymen were 
not even at the camp at the time, having been sent to prepare for 
‘Abbas’s planned hunting excursion. They returned when they heard 
the sounds of battle and only with difficulty managed to save the can- 
non and a small quantity of ammunition. Lindesay and Christie both 
wanted to make a last-ditch stand at the camp, but ‘Abbas insisted 
on a retreat to a small fort on a nearby hill. After a few hours’ fight- 
ing, the Russian assault was contained. Many Iranians crowded into 
the fort designed to hold a small fraction of their number. Two in- 
fantry companies led by Christie blocked the Russians’ path to the 
hill, while the artillerymen under Lindesay’s command did the best 
they could until the ammunition ran out. There were also many de- 
sertions. That night a despondent ‘Abbas tried to decide what to do 
next. He eventually resolved to stay and fight, despite the British of- 
ficers’ advice that he retreat beyond the Russians’ range of attack. As 
usual, there were no guards posted around the camp. Before dawn, 
Christie finally obtained ‘Abbas’s permission to guard the most likely 
attack route. By the time these soldiers moved into position, the 
Russian attack had begun. What followed was less a battle than a 
slaughter. Many Iranians fled in disorder, while those who remained 
put up little resistance. Eleven of the thirteen artillery pieces were 
lost after they became stuck in the uneven terrain as ‘Abbas had them 
moved from the fort to the base of the hill. The Russians advanced 
on the heels of the fleeing Iranians, with the result that many of the 
Iranians were caught in the crossfire as their fellow countrymen tried 
to stave off the attack. The thatched roofs of the fort caught fire and 
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300 of those inside were killed. In all, about 2,000 Iranians were 
killed and more than 500 were captured. Christie and one of the drill 
sergeants were also killed. According to some reports, Christie sur- 
vived the battle but was killed as he lay wounded because the Rus- 
sians were angry that any British continued to aid Iran. The Russians 
lost only 28 killed and 99 wounded.”? 

Iranian morale was shaken badly. Some of the disappointment 
was expressed as criticism of Britain for betraying Iran to Russia. Then 
at the start of the new year came the Lankaran disaster. The Russians 
took no prisoners “‘because on account of the obstinance of the Per- 
sians in defending that fort and the arrogance with which the propo- 
sal to surrender was rejected no one was shown mercy by the sol- 
diers.”?3 In two months, Iran lost about 5,000 soldiers of its new 
army. Yet Fath ‘Ali, ‘Abbas, and Hosein Qoli Khan of Yerevan were 
not ready to admit defeat. Border raids continued into the summer 
of 1813. Despite the losses suffered at Aslanduz and Lankaran, the 
Iranian government perceived encouraging signs. Although Napoleon 
had left Moscow by the time of Aslanduz, the slowness of communi- 
cations meant that Iran was still receiving word of French triumphs 
well into 1813. Even when news of the French retreat finally arrived, 
rumor had it that Napoleon had merely regrouped his forces in Poland 
to prepare for a new invasion of Russia. Therefore, the Iranians kept 
expecting Russia to recall its troops from the Caucasus for service in 
Europe. They also hoped for renewed uprisings in Georgia. Moreover, 
the shah still counted on ample support from Britain. A few British 
officers and some 12,000 arms that had been ordered a long time be- 
fore arrived in Iran after Aslanduz. The shah also ordered thousands 
more weapons, while British soldiers in Tabriz drilled infantry recruits 
and manufactured cannon. By the spring of 1813, Iran’s new army 
had recovered to near its pre-Aslanduz strength. When Fath ‘Ali re- 
viewed the new army that summer, it looked impressive and encour- 
aged his hopes of military success. In addition, the shah knew he was 
entitled to receive the British subsidy for the duration of the war, so 
he was less worried about the cost of continuing to fight. However, 
Britain was determined to end a war that no longer served its national 
interests. Therefore, the British ambassador compelled Iran to make 
peace.”4 

The British had been involved twice in unsuccessful attempts to 
negotiate peace since the restoration of their diplomatic influence in 
Iran. In 1810, the shah was concerned about rumors that France had 
obtained a Russo-Turkish peace, which would permit the transfer of 
more Russian troops to the east Caucasian front. He was even more 


140 France and Britain in Iran 


concerned about the behavior of his British ally, which was slow to 
give the promised aid and, when Minto tried to remove Jones, gave 
the impression of being disorganized and unreliable. Therefore, it was 
in the shah’s interests to prolong the negotiations with Russia until 
the ambiguities were cleared. By contrast, two years later, Iran ini- 
tiated preliminary negotiations when it was in a strong position, hav- 
ing won the symbolically important victory at Soltanbud and know- 
ing that the Russians were hard pressed by the rebellion in Georgia 
and the high mountains. On this occasion, the Iranians reduced their 
demands, asking for the cession of all the Muslim-ruled khanates and 
one Turcoman district of Georgia but dropping the claim to Georgia 
as a whole. 

In both years’ negotiations, the Russians believed that their own 
military problems made peace with Iran highly desirable, yet they 
offered no meaningful concessions. The only modification was the 
temporary dropping of Russia’s claim to Yerevan and Nakhjavan, 
but that had little practical effect since it controlled neither. In 
1810, St. Petersburg recommended using the Afghans against Iran 
rather than making the slightest concession, Even the reduced in- 
sult value of waiving the claim to Yerevan and Nakhjavan was bal- 
anced by a more vigorous insistence that Iran surrender Talesh, 
whose khan had submitted to both Iran and Russia and where Rus- 
sian protection had been extremely ineffective. Commander-in- 
chief Rtischchev tried to persuade St. Petersburg that Talesh was not 
worth the manpower it would cost Russia or the damage Russia’s 
claim to that khanate would do the peace negotiations. However, 
Chancellor Rumiantsev insisted that Russia had a claim based on the 
khan’s desire for Russian protection for the past twenty years. All 
Rumiantsev would concede was the possibility of an independent 
Talesh with no Iranian involvement. The biggest inducement Russia 
offered Iran was the recognition of Fath ‘Ali as shah (Russian officials 
deliberately called him Baba Khan, his precoronation name) and the 
promise of Russian protection. Not surprisingly, both sets of peace 
talks were miserable failures. The Russians, who had never under- 
stood Iran’s point of view or even that there could be a rationally 
considered Iranian point of view that differed from Russia’s, blamed 
the British for the failure of the negotiations in 1810. 

Jones was quite eager to claim responsibility since he regarded the 
prolongation of the war as one of his primary objectives, especially 
since it would help the Ottoman Empire in its war with Russia, some- 
thing the British desired greatly. Of course, the Iranians told Jones 
what he wanted to hear about the collapse of the peace talks and 
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coincidentally emphasized Iran’s devotion to Britain’s interests at a 
time when Iran was counting on British assistance. In fact, the Iran- 
ian attitude was influenced by the suspicion that Russia would use 
an armistice or a peace agreement to consolidate its position and pre- 
pare for a new wave of conquest. The eventual clarification of Jones’s 
official position also bolstered the Iranians’ resistance. 

The situation in 1812 was different. Ouseley sincerely hoped for 
an end to the Russo-Iranian War. He sought to expedite the negotia- 
tions by urging ‘Abbas, who was extremely dissatisfied with the Rus- 
sian proposals, not to abandon peace efforts. He also sent Rtishchev 
advice about the kinds of terms to offer. Ouseley was right when he 
said that the Iranians would not accept Russia’s terms, but he dis- 
played peculiar judgment when he suggested that peace could be 
made on the basis of Russia keeping all the territory it claimed but 
then ceding some unspecified areas to Iran. When Russia rejected this, 
James Morier, Ouseley’s representative at the talks, proposed an ar- 
mistice, the provisional cession of some territory, and the initiation 
of new peace talks in St. Petersburg. The Russians rejected this idea 
as well, and the peace efforts collapsed in September.”* 

After Aslanduz, relations between Ouseley and the Iranian govern- 
ment chilled considerably. Ouseley believed that the Iranians had 
acted in bad faith when they rejected his peace proposals in 1812, 
and they made a similar charge against him with regard to the with- 
drawal of the British officers. However, the ambassador played his 
trump card—he briefly withheld subsidy payments, thus forcing the 
shah to heed to his advice. The ambassador saw nothing wrong with 
his peace plan and was determined to put it into effect in 1813. His 
first priority was “to assist our good friends and Allies the Russians, 
even in this remote quarter.”?6 He proposed a one-year armistice for 
the negotiation of a preliminary peace treaty. During the armistice, 
each side would retain the territory currently under its control. He 
further advised the Russians to cede a small portion of the conquered 
territory as a sop to Iranian pride. Ouseley genuinely believed that 
Russia would see the advantages of relinquishing Muslim-ruled areas 
and even Georgia, which he considered an unnecessary burden. Rus- 
sia’s interests would be served better, he thought, by turning Geor- 
gia into an independent state or at least a protectorate. He confident- 
ly predicted that the trade opportunities resulting from such a change 
would prove beneficial to Russia. If Russia were reluctant, the East 
India Company could pay it to return Georgia to Iran. He expected 
the price to be modest, the equivalent of two years’ subsidy. When 
confronted by Russian opposition, he rationalized that such obstruc- 
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tionism was localized in the Caucasus and that the tsar was more 
benevolent. In the event that Russia were unwilling to cede any terri- 
tory to Iran, Ouseley felt that Iran ought to be satisfied by the restor- 
ation of traditional local rulers in the disputed provinces. He did not 
explain why he felt Iran should be pleased by that. Iran’s lack of en- 
thusiasm for the plan he ascribed to three factors: the shah’s insatia- 
ble greed, which made him unwilling to make peace and give up the 
subsidy; Mirza Bozorg’s ambition for himself and ‘Abbas, which 
made him see the continuation of the war as the only way to perpe- 
tuate his importance; and, finally, the Iranians’ boorish self-absorp- 
tion. As he explained to Castlereagh: 


There is a very perverse trait in the Persian character, which renders them insen- 
sible of and ungrateful for, all favors conferred upon them; for, being the most 
selfish egotists in the world, they judge everyone by themselves, and invariably 
impute some latent ignoble or even inimical motive to actions and propositions 
the most candid and ostensibly kind and disinterested.”” 


Only two years later, after the war was over, did he admit that 
Fath ‘Ali doubted that Russia would yield any territory, regardless of 
promises, and objected to ending a long war without any gains. When 
faced by Iranian resistance, Ouseley threatened to end the subsidy 
unless his peace plan was accepted. Furthermore, he compelled the 
Iranians to make him supervisor of the Iranian part in any negotia- 
tions with Russia and the judge of whether Russia’s best offer was 
acceptable. The purpose of this was to ensure that Iran did not hold 
out for excessive demands and in the process force Britain to keep 
paying the subsidy. 

Russia did not like Ouseley’s plan any better than the Iranians did. 
Rtishchev vetoed the one-year armistice since he thought it was just 
a trick to buy time during which Iran would prepare for a new cam- 
paign against Russia. Instead, he demanded a fifty-day armistice 
during which the preliminary peace treaty would be signed on the 
basis of the terms proposed by Russia. No territorial concessions 
would be made in that treaty. Not until later would an Iranian am- 
bassador be allowed to go to St. Petersburg to ask the tsar to cede 
some territory. Rtishchev thought that Alexander, as a compassion- 
ate man, would probably accede to the Iranian request. He even 
agreed to sign an agreement to that effect, although it had to be sep- 
arate from the treaty. However, it is doubtful that by the time he 
signed the article he believed that any territorial concession would be 
made since he had learned that Rumiantsev was unhappy about the 
whole idea and especially about Ouseley’s role in this matter. There 
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was little reason for Rtishchev to feel inclined to make concessions. 
Even more than the victories at Aslanduz and Lankaran, early news 
of Napoleon’s expulsion from Russia filled him with patriotic fervor. 
He hoped that the news would impress the Iranians. In fact, that was 
not the case. 

Ouseley persuaded himself and the shah that Iran would gain terri- 
tory after the provisional treaty. As a further reassurance, Ouseley 
promised the shah that, if Russia did not make adequate territorial 
concessions, the subsidy payments would continue. Ouseley foresaw 
no difficulty since he would be the judge of what was adequate. That 
hope and Ouseley’s threat to cut off the subsidy led Fath ‘Ali to 
agree to end the war.”8 

Peace talks were held at Golestan, a village in northern Qarabagh. 
Rtishchev represented the Russian government. Iran was represented 
by Mirza Abu '‘l-Hasan, a nephew of the late grand vizier Haji Ebrahim. 
After his uncle’s execution, the mirza spent two years in India, where 
he learned something of British ways. He later returned to favor in 
Iran and served in the administration while receiving a regular stipend 
from the East India Company. He had been sent as ambassador to 
Britain for the ratification of the preliminary treaty of 1809. Then 
Ouseley secured his appointment as Iranian representative at the peace 
talks to ensure British influence on the outcome. The mirza made a 
favorable impression on Rtishchev, causing Rtishchev to be somewhat 
more conciliatory than he or his colleagues had been in other negotia- 
tions—for example, when he consented to wait while the mirza sent 
the separate article about territorial concessions to Tehran for ap- 
proval, instead of demanding immediate acquiescence. There were no 
substantial negotiations in the drafting of the treaty. Rtishchev essen- 
tially dictated the terms but yielded in part to Abu l-Hasan’s requests 
for modification of certain points that were peripheral to Russia’s 
interests. Thus, Russia’s intention to state its formal recognition of 
Fath ‘Ali as shah was discarded in response to the mirza’s objection 
that it was demeaning—Fath ‘Ali was the acknowledged shah and did 
not need Russia’s endorsement. It was sufficient that the treaty re- 
ferred to the shah by his proper name and title. Another proposal to 
include Russian support for ‘Abbas’s succession was also rejected on 
the grounds that Fath ‘Ali did not want to provoke his other sons 
by an open reference to ‘Abbas as the heir designate. Therefore, the 
article was revised to state Russia’s support for the shah’s chosen suc- 
cessor without mentioning ‘Abbas’s name. The border between Rus- 
sia and Iran was based on the current disposition of each side’s forces, 
although the precise manner in which the border was described in the 
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treaty was a source of dispute. Eventually, Rtishchev resolved the 
matter by leaving the Talesh border to be decided later by a bina- 
tional commission and giving the geographical markers of the rest of 
the border. In essence, Iran ceded Talesh and all of the khanates 
north of the Aras and the Kura, except Yerevan and Nakhjavan, to 
Russia. Since the border coincided with the status quo ad presentem, 
Russia acknowledged Iranian control of Mogqri, a Qarabaghi border 
district that the Russians had abandoned as unhealthful and virtually 
inaccessible from the rest of Qarabagh. Moreover, Iran recognized 
Russia’s sovereignty over all of the rest of the Caucasus from the 
west Georgian principalities to the high mountains, thus denying any 
Ottoman claim to those lands. There were also provisions aimed at 
improving Russo-Iranian trade and one that guaranteed the voluntary 
repatriation of those who had been captured or migrated from one 
side of the border to the other. The treaty included a stipulation that 
only Russian naval vessels might sail the Caspian, but there had been 
no Iranian naval activity there at any point during the war.?? 

Rtishchev and Mirza Abu'l-Hasan signed the treaty on October 24, 
1813. According to the treaty, both sovereigns had to ratify it within 
three months. Fath ‘Ali signed the treaty at the end of the year. The 
following summer, Ouseley traveled home via Russia, where he ex- 
pected to persuade the tsar to make some territorial concessions. He 
was received warmly in St. Petersburg but did not achieve his goal. 
For the next twenty years, he waited to be rewarded with a peerage 
that never was granted. The Treaty of Golestan, which he helped to 
bring about, satisfied neither signatory. The war was over, but the 
underlying grievances remained unresolved. 


IX 


The Consequences 
of the Struggle 
for the Eastern Caucasus 


There were two obvious results of the military confrontation of Rus- 
sians, east Caucasians, and Iranians. The first was that Russia acquired 
most of the disputed territory. This inevitably changed the social, 
economic, and political structure of the affected principalities. Modern 
studies have been done on the changes that occurred in Georgia, but 
little attention has been given to the impact of the Russian takeover 
on the inhabitants of the khanates. The second result was widespread 
dissatisfaction with conditions as they stood in 1813. Many Muslims 
were not reconciled to being part of the Russian Empire. Empire 
builders were displeased that some of the land north of the Aras re- 
mained in Iranian hands and that the British seemed to have so much 
influence over the Iranian government. Members of that government 
were disheartened by the costly, humiliating defeat. These various 
problems led to a second war during the late 1820s. The brief second 
war was In many ways a recapitulation of the first, with the difference 
that the Russian victory was more decisive. It ended Iranian hopes of 
regaining any of the land north of the boundary Russia had attained 
after a generation of struggle and also led to the increase of Russian 
influence over Iran’s internal affairs. 

The fact that some khans or would-be khans signed treaties of vas- 
salage with Russian authorities meant that aspects of the traditional 
power structure continued to exist in some khanates—for example, 
Qarabagh, Shirvan, Talesh, and Shakki. The other khanates were ad- 
ministered directly by Russia after the flight or death of their khans. 
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Yet the dichotomy was not complete. Where Russia ruled directly, 
it employed local notables and kept some traditional practices. Where 
khans ruled, their authority even in internal matters was subject to 
limits imposed by the Russian authorities. Moreover, rule by khans 
was gradually supplanted by direct rule. When khans remained in 
power, they did so as functionaries of the Russian government, with 
Russian titles and modest salaries. An example was Mahdi Qoli Khan 
of Qarabagh, who was named a major-general and given the salary 
appropriate to that rank. The salaries must have been important to 
the khans, considering the loss of revenue because of war-related dis- 
ruptions. The khans’ financial ties to Russia were both a symptom of 
and a reaction to the extent of Russian involvement in the khanates’ 
internal affairs, as for example in Shirvan, where the lucrative fishing 
concession was transferred from the jurisdiction of the khan to that 
of the Russian treasury. In at least one case, Russian authorities in- 
tervened to reorganize taxation of the peasantry. This occurred in 
Qarabagh, which had fallen into arrears in its tribute payment. The 
Russians attributed this to the insufficient loyalty of the ruling fami- 
ly and other notable landlords and sent an official to draw up the 
new tax rolls. Although the traditional legal system continued to 
function, Russian authorities barred the khans from imposing the 
death penalty or downgrading a notable’s social status since these 
powers conflicted with Russian law. Of course, the Russian military 
presence was a constant reminder that the khans retained their au- 
tonomy on Russian sufference. In any event, indirect rule ceased to 
exist by the 1820s. In Shakki, the khan’s son had been allowed to 
succeed to power after his father’s death, but, when the son died in 
1819, the khanate was brought under direct rule. In the other two 
cases, annexation was a reaction to the khans’ flight to Iran (Mos- 
tafa of Shirvan fled in 1820; Mahdi Qoli of Qarabagh, in 1822.) Rus- 
sian officials later acknowledged that Mahdi Qoli had been driven out 
by the machinations of the commandant, General Madatov, but the 
khan was not reinstated. Both fugitives obtained Russian permission 
to return during the early 1830s, and they received government pen- 
sions. (In Talesh, local autonomy was ended during the second war.)! 
Russian direct rule was a variable mixture of local and Russian tra- 
ditions that were not systematized until the 1840s. All the former 
khanates—except Ganjeh (Elizavetpol’), which was turned into a dis- 
trict of Georgia—were converted to provinces; and all were governed 
by military officers who had broad executive powers. Many local 
notables were appointed to fill a wide variety of subordinate positions 
from executive counselor to district or village chief. The comman- 
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dants were supposed to enforce the law, but there was considerable 
uncertainty about what the law was. In theory, the commandants 
were expected to decide matters in accordance with local common 
law, but, since they had at best a tenuous notion of what that was, 
the basis for their decisions was ambiguous and consequently a source 
of dissatisfaction. Commander-in-Chief Paulucci tried to resolve the 
problem in two provinces (Qobbeh-Derbent and Baku) by setting up 
judicial-administrative panels that were composed of the local com- 
mandant and representatives of the inhabitants and whose proceed- 
ings were carried out in the local language. He also tried to clarify 
the bases of the law: existing common law was to be used when it 
was fitting; Russian law was to be used in all other cases. There was 
a tendency to enlarge the sphere of Russian law, expecially since all 
political offenses were tried by courts-martial. (Elizavetpol’ was in a 
different position, being subject first to Russian law, then Georgian. )* 
The financial system, too, was a mixture of local and Russian prac- 
tice. Basically, the Russians continued to levy the same kinds of 
taxes and sell the same kinds of concessions as the khans had, although 
not necessarily to the same concessionaires. In general, the sources of 
revenue were less productive than they had been before the Russian 
takeover because of the accompanying warfare and emigration. What- 
ever revenue was collected went to the Georgian rather than the im- 
perial treasury. The quest for increased revenue led Russian authori- 
ties to seek new concession agreements that promised higher profits. 
The rationale for invalidating existing agreements was that any con- 
tract with a deposed khan was no longer binding. In some cases, the 
Russians created new concessions and taxes. For example, new taxes 
were imposed on silk, gardens, and the use of water for irrigation, 
while concessions were created for the making of pottery and wine 
and the use of the farmland that had formerly belonged to the khan. 
These innovations were very unpopular with the local inhabitants, 
and the land concession was abolished in 1811. Although the speci- 
fic concessionaires changed in a number of cases, no group lost or 
gained. Russians and Armenians (some of whom lived in Russia) held 
the great majority of concessions before and after the Russian take- 
over. The tax-farming concessions were eliminated, and collection 
was reassigned to regular state officials. Similarly, tariff concessions 
on intraregional and foreign trade were abolished, and tariff collec- 
tion was transferred to state officials. A few minor taxes were elimi- 
nated (such as the ones on butter and salt), which produced little 
revenue but were burdensome to the inhabitants. The most impor- 
tant kind of change was the partial, episodic substitution of payments 
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in cash for payments in kind (especially the share of the flocks). There 
was not nearly enough Russian money in circulation to allow the 
government to demand payment in rubles, although the government 
preferred that taxes be paid in that form when possible. Most ordin- 
ary peasants and pastoralists had difficulty acquirmg enough of the 
local currency to pay the taxes, and the cash equivalents set for 
natural goods, especially sheep, were excessively high.? 

Except for the apex of the social structure—the khans, whose posi- 
tions were eliminated for political reasons—the social structure in the 
new provinces was changed only slightly during the first generation 
of Russian rule. Direct Russian rule was accompanied by the confis- 
cation of the khans’ land holdings and other property, but some of 
the relatives of the dispossessed khans made their peace with the new 
regime and received pensions or had successful careers in Russian ser- 
vice. Sons or other relatives of several khans entered the Russian army 
or judiciary and achieved positions of high rank and trust. One of the 
sons of Mostafa Khan of Shirvan (who had fled to Iran with his father) 
returned home after the Second Russo-Iranian War, served in the 
Russian army in the war to subdue the high Caucasus, and was pro- 
moted to colonel. A grandnephew of Ebrahim Khalil Khan of Qara- 
bagh was decorated for his role in the siege of Sevastopol in the Cri- 
mean War. Many notables also found it worthwhile to cooperate with 
their new masters. Of course, the Russians needed them to carry out 
most of the administrative duties, which meant that the political 
change at the top did not necessarily alter their standing. Since the 
Russians had confiscated lands belonging to political opponents, one 
of the most common rewards for cooperative begs was the grant of 
land (either the income from land or possession conditional upon ser- 
vice). Begs who participated in the widespread anti-Russian activities 
were punished by loss of status and lands. The new government also 
raised some local supporters to the status of beg and gave them land 
grants as well. However, many of the inhabitants regarded this group 
of people with contempt. At least in Elizavetpol’ and perhaps else- 
where, the Russians were more likely to favor Christian supporters 
than Muslim supporters. The violent circumstances of the Russian 
takeover greatly impeded a variety of economic activities in a host 
of ways, from the destruction of artisans’ workshops to the flight of 
agricultural laborers, and consequently reduced the profits of many 
merchants. However, Russia’s policy was not deliberately hostile to- 
ward local merchants. Caucasian Armenian merchants were among 
those who competed successfully for the purchase of concessions, 
and some of the more successful local merchants received various re- 
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wards, including honorific appointments as military officers. The 
peasantry certainly did not gain as a result of Russian policy and 
seem to have become worse off in many cases. Before the conquest, 
the ra‘yats, the larger category of peasants, were in a better position 
than Russian peasants in that the ra‘yats were not bound to the land 
and owned their own homes and other property. However, Russian 
authorities brought practices in the conquered territory closer to what 
existed in the heart of the empire by converting local peasants into the 
equivalent of state peasants who were bound to the land but not to a 
landlord, or, with the widespread distribution of land grants to begs, 
into serfs of the grants’ recipients.* 

The early years of the nineteenth century were a time of impor- 
tant demographic changes in the eastern Caucasus. Apart from the 
death in battle of combatants and civilians (probably fewer than 
3,000), tens of thousands of the region’s inhabitants migrated away 
from their home districts. They were motivated by the dangers of 
war and famine as well as by political discontent. Still others were re- 
located by force. Some migrated to more remote parts of their own 
khanates and away from government control, most notably in Qobbeh 
and Qarabagh, but more often they left their khanates altogether. 
Sometimes they moved to another part of the region, like the Qara- 
baghis who moved to Shirvan or the Shirvanis who moved to Talesh. 
While these areas remained under the separate authority of their 
khans, the population shifts, with the consequent changes in the tax 
base, were cause for bitter disputes among the khans. Even more 
people left the area subject to Russia and settled in districts under 
Iranian control. In Qarabagh, Ganjeh, Yerevan, and the Muslim bor- 
der districts of Georgia, people often emigrated in large groups, for 
example when members of a tribe or inhabitants of a particular vil- 
lage were led across the border by their chief or local administrator. 
Some emigration was involuntary, especially in the case of Qarabaghi 
Armenians captured by raiding Iranian soldiers. There was also a cer- 
tain amount of reverse migration. Even during the wars, some nota- 
bles and their followers reached an understanding with the Russians 
and returned to their former homes. After the treaties of Golestan 
and Torkmanchai still more people returned. However, the total 
number of Muslims who emigrated exceeded by far the number who 
returned. The situation with the Armenians was strikingly different. 
There was a noticeable influx of Armenians into the area under Rus- 
sian control, at first primarily to Tbilisi. These immigrants came from 
various Muslim-ruled places, including Yerevan, where Armenians 
were subject to harassment for their pro-Russian sympathies. Later, 
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after Yerevan was made part of the Russian Empire, that province 
became the focus of large-scale Armenian immigration. With these 
important exceptions, most parts of the eastern Caucasus had far fewer 
inhabitants at the end of the Russian takeover than at the start.° 

Russia’s acquisition of the eastern Caucasus weakened Islamic re- 
ligious institutions, although incidents of deliberate persecution were 
few. However, Russian policy showed many of the region’s Muslims 
that their religion was in danger. Not surprisingly, the status of Islam 
was lowest in Elizavetpol’ and Georgia. The Muslim community in 
Tbilisi was small, perhaps consisting of forty households. These peo- 
ple were allotted one mosque but prohibited from having others, and 
the land grants (vagfs) used to fund mosques and other pious institu- 
tions were confiscated. Similar confiscations occurred in Elizavetpol’, 
with financial hardship for the ‘ulama a result. Moreover, the sharia 
was replaced by Russian (later Georgian) law and the ‘ulama were 
barred from their customary legal functions, except for domestic law, 
for which services Russian authorities allowed them to charge only 
minor fees. Within a year, the ‘ulama were reduced to penury. Tsit- 
sianov responded by arranging for a limited number to be paid salaries 
by the state. These ‘wlama had to have the approval of the Russian 
government and were expected to promote loyalty to Russia. A num- 
ber of symbolic acts reflected the degraded state of Islam throughout 
the region. A number of mosques and theological colleges were con- 
verted to secular purposes by the Russians. In Elizavetpol’, the main 
mosque was turned into a church. In Baku, the city’s finest mosque, 
a Safavi building, was turned into an arsenal and another into a Rus- 
sian Orthodox church. Several of the religious structures in New She- 
makhi, the capital of Shirvan, were also made into arsenals. The re- 
quirement that Georgian and Armenian women abandon the veil, 
which had become as customary among them as among their Muslim 
neighbors, may have seemed to Caucasian Muslims an ominous por- 
tent of further violations of their standard of decency. Whatever the 
new government’s intentions, Muslims were prepared to believe that 
full-scale persecution was planned; periodic alarms to that effect 
cropped up on several occasions. Yet the practice of Islam was not 
wholly fettered. A visitor to Derbent during the 1840s found that 
the city’s main mosque still received an income from land grants. The 
Muslim women he saw still went completely veiled in accordance 
with tradition. While he was in Derbent the ten-day-long public Mo- 
harram rites, an emotion-charged commemoration of the martyrdom 
of the Prophet’s grandson Husein were allowed to take place unim- 
peded.® 
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The economy of the eastern Caucasus performed unevenly in the 
first generation of Russian rule. Of course, there were obvious nega- 
tive factors stemming from the competition for political hegemony, 
but there were a variety of other problems as well. The overall vol- 
ume of trade increased but not impressively. Russia’s Caspian trade 
and its overland trade via Tbilisi, intended to be a center for dealings 
with western Asia, both showed a substantial excess of imports over 
exports. Tariff policy was part of the problem. Russian authorities 
kept most of the tariffs on trade among the east Caucasian provinces 
and with European Russia to provide sorely needed revenue, despite 
the complaints of merchants. These tariffs were not eliminated until 
the 1830s. While tariffs on trade with Iran do not seem to have been 
a problem in general, the brief experiment with taxing the export of 
petroleum products from Baku brought a sharp decline in purchases 
by Iranians and led to the repeal of that tax. However, there was no 
reconsideration of the increased price charged for the oil, which led 
to a slump in exports to Iran. Periodic bans on trade between Baku 
and Iran during the first war also seem to have done lasting damage 
to the city’s commercial contacts. Baku long gave the impression of 
being a lesser commercial center, actively involved in trade but not 
especially prosperous. In the earliest years of Russian rule, foreign 
merchants were required to pay their customs duties in Tbilisi be- 
cause the only customs office was located. This was a considerable 
inconvenience for many merchants. Even after a few more customs 
posts were established along the Caspian coast, problems continued 
to exist. Also, as long as parts of the region were ruled by khans, 
tariffs were not standardized since khans generally imposed smaller 
duties than the Russian authorities. Finally, the Treaty of Torkman- 
chai (1828) set the rate at 5 percent for the entire region. Russian 
authorities knew that smuggling was widespread, but they lacked the 
means to prevent it. 

Difficulties in transportation compounded the region’s economic 
problems. Even though there were large quantities of fish to be caught 
in the Saleyan fisheries and a strong demand for fish in the markets 
of European Russia, the transportation cost of fishing in Saleyan 
from a base of operations in Astrakhan pushed the market price un- 
competitively high, with the result that the much sought after fishing 
concession ran at a loss for years. Tbilisi’s commerce suffered from 
similar problems, despite the high hopes of selling Russian products, 
above all textiles, to Iran and the Ottoman Empire via Tbilisi. The 
difficulties of communication between Russia and the Georgian capi- 
tal were much the same as they had been before the Russian takeover. 
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The road across the high mountains, though improved, long remained 
inadequate for the transportation of large quantities of goods. The 
political situation there was not stabilized until the middle of the cen- 
tury. There was some travel between Astrakhan and Baku but very 
little between Baku and Tbilisi. Russia could not even begin to develop 
a route linking Tbilisi with Russia via the Black Sea until the Otto- 
man Empire gave up its claim to the west Caucasian coast in 1829. 
As a result, it cost less for an Iranian merchant to buy goods from 
Russia via Ottoman markets than from Tbilisi. That city enjoyed a 
temporary boom during the early 1820s while Iran and the Ottoman 
Empire were at war, but after 1823 trade reverted to the usual routes 
and the boom ended. 

In agriculture, the picture seems to have been fairly bright, although 
not in Elizavetpol’ or Qarabagh, which suffered the greatest war dam- 
age. Elsewhere agricultural production increased substantially after 
1813, although still within the context of traditional methods of pro- 
duction and parameters of good harvests. Russian authorities made a 
few efforts to introduce new crops (such as sugar cane in Talesh) and 
new technology (such as improving silk-spinning machines in Shirvan), 
but these did not progress beyond the experimental stage in the first 
few decades of Russian rule.’ 

In the years after 1813, some members of the Iranian government 
became increasingly distressed about the ramifications of the Russian 
gains embodied in the Treaty of Golestan. One ominous symptom of 
the damage to the shah’s prestige was the rebellion of the governor of 
Astarabad in 1813. That particular problem was resolved speedily, 
but there were other challenges to the authority of the central govern- 
ment over the next few years. Moreover, the government found that 
its dealings with Britain and Russia produced fewer advantages than 
expected. ‘Abbas Mirza was especially concerned that the loss to 
Russia would jeopardize his chance of succeeding to the throne. At 
the same time, various British and Russian officials were dissatisfied 
with the state of affairs in Iran. 

Fath ‘Ali Shah had been encouraged by Ouseley and Rtishchev to 
hope that the humiliating territorial concessions in the Treaty of Go- 
lestan would not be permanent, that Russia would restore some of 
the territory to which the shah had formally waived all claims. Such 
was not to be the case. When Mirza Abu'l-Hasan was sent on an em- 
bassy to St. Petersburg in 1814 to mark the establishment of peace 
between Iran and Russia, the Russian government did not use the oc- 
casion to make any territorial concessions. For the next dozen years, 
there were attempts to negotiate a mutually acceptable definition of 
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the border, but the two sides could not agree on a number of small 
details, let alone the transfer of a larger area from Russian to Iranian 
suzerainty. 

The best opportunity for a conciliatory border settlement occurred 
when Alexander sent General Ermolov to Iran in 1817. The tsar was 
willing to make some token concessions. His basic premise was that 
his role in the reconstruction of Europe after the Napoleonic wars 
was far too important for Russia to be distracted by additional cost- 
ly warfare in the Caucasus just so that Russia could extend the west- 
ernmost part of its border with Iran as far south as the Aras. In keep- 
ing with this train of thought, he also felt that some minor territorial 
concessions would be a reasonable price to pay for improved relations 
with Iran. When he thought of concessions, he had in mind nothing 
as substantial as giving up a province. Rather, he was willing to yield 
the small Qarabaghi border district of Moqri. It was cut off from the 
heart of the province by mountains and had a climate that the Rus- 
sians found lethal. By the end of the first war, they had given up de- 
fending it and the Iranians had taken it (so that according to the peace 
on the basis of the status quo ad presentem it was Iranian territory 
anyway). Alexander also was willing, as he had been in 1812, to al- 
low Talesh to be an independent principality rather than insisting on 
its inclusion into Russia. Once again Alexander allowed a “hard liner” 
to alter the direction of Russian policy. Ermolov was convinced that 
the security of Russia’s Caucasian possessions demanded that Russia 
retain all the territory it currently held and that it conquer Yerevan 
and Nakhjavan as soon as possible in order to reach the Aras. He 
looked forward to the next opportunity for war against Iran. 

Ermolov’s mission to Iran was extremely unfortunate from the 
point of view of people in either country who desired improved re- 
lations. Obviously, his refusal to yield an iota on the territorial is- 
sue produced consternation in the Iranian government. Moreover, 
his conduct compounded the insult. He refused to observe the cus- 
tom of removing his boots and putting on special footgear when 
entering a notable’s quarters. Since the Iranians used their carpets 
for eating, sitting, and so on, they found it distasteful to have some- 
one track in the outside dirt on his boots, but Ermolov believed that 
any concession to foreign ways was demeaning. Ermolov also was 
cool to ‘Abbas but sought out Mohammad ‘Ali. When Ermolov reached 
the shah, he not only refused to relinquish any territory but also pro- 
posed an alliance against the Ottoman Empire, offered to provide sol- 
diers to train the Iranian army, and asked that Russian troops be given 
free passage through northeastern Iran to attack Khiva. He was refused 
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on all points and returned to Tbilisi to take command of Russia’s 
Caucasian provinces. In 1825, he grew impatient with the unsuccess- 
ful attempts to define the border and sent troops to occupy the north 
shore of Lake Gokcha (now called Lake Sevan), which had great str- 
tegic value as a route of march into Yerevan. ‘Abbas viewed this as 
an act of aggression, but Ermolov would not yield. Both men looked 
to war as the solution.® 

Iran’s relations with Britain were only slightly better than its re- 
lations with Russia. Even though the “great game” (the Anglo-Russian 
rivalry over Iran, Central Asia, Afghanistan, Tibet, and India in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) had its roots in this 
era, many important British policy makers did not share their succes- 
sors’ alarm over the growth of Russian influence in Iran. Some Brit- 
ish officials in India and western Asia were concerned about this, 
but they were unable to bring British policy into line with their views. 
Even Lord Moira, who succeeded Lord Minto as governor-general in 
1813, was far less concerned about Russian expansion toward India 
than about the danger that Iran, having received military assistance 
from Britain, would direct its army against the East India Company’s 
holdings. British diplomats in St. Petersburg considered Russia’s in- 
volvement in the Iranian marches to be of so little consequence to 
British interests that they rarely mentioned it in their reports. When 
they did report some development in that quarter, they did so in 
terms which were neutral or even rather sympathetic to the Russian 
endeavor.? 

Most important, the cabinet in London demonstrated its lack of 
interest in using Iran as a buffer between Russia and India by consis- 
tently limiting the scale of British involvement in Iranian affairs from 
the end of the first war to the end of the second. The Foreign Office 
was displeased with Ouseley for having committed Britain to give 
Iran more aid than London thought necessary, especially with regard 
to the subsidy. When he left Iran in 1814, no regular ambassador was 
sent to replace him. There was instead an interim arrangement by 
which his subordinate James Morier and Henry Ellis, who was sent 
on a specific assignment from London, took charge of relations with 
Iran. Their task was to renegotiate the definitive treaty in order to 
reduce the scope of the subsidy obligations. While most of the pro- 
visions remained the same, Morier and Ellis made several significant 
changes. They added a new article (the third) that specified that the 
mutual assistance pact was exclusively defensive, that is, that aid 
would be given only in the event of a foreign invasion of Iran, There 
followed a stipulation that was not strictly related to the rest of the 
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article but showed what concerns lay behind this emphasis on the de- 
fensive nature of the pact: Britain as well as Iran and Russia would 
decide what the Russo-Iranian border was to be. In other words, Lon- 
don wanted to ensure that it would not be maneuvered into support- 
ing an Iranian attempt to drive the Russians from the eastern Cauca- 
sus. In the next article, which dealt with the specifics of assistance, 
that same problem was addressed even more directly. Britain would 
not assist Iran in any war it started. There was also a provision that 
reflected London’s fundamental uneasiness about paying a subsidy 
under any circumstances. It specified that any subsidy payments 
were to be used exclusively to gather and discipline (that is, train in 
the Western style) an army and that British authorities would make 
sure the money was put to no other use. London was so unworried 
about the involvement of other European countries in Iran that the 
treaty even included British assent to Iran’s hiring military instructors 
from any European country not at war with Britain.’° 

Britain had already begun to extricate itself from the unwelcome 
burden of the subsidy even before the treaty revision. In theory, 
Ouseley had committed Britain to continue the payments until the 
restoration of peace—which could be interpreted as meaning until 
Russia returned some of its Caucasian conquests. However, the sub- 
sidy no longer suited London’s needs since Russia had become an 
ally in the war against Napoleon. Britain paid the subsidy in 1814 
but cut costs substantially by deducting from the subsidy the cost of 
armaments and other wares that had been sent as gifts. After that, 
Britain stopped paying the subsidy for several years, although it al- 
lowed a few officers to remain to drill ‘Abbas’s army. Morier and 
Ellis left Iran in 1815 after completing their assignment, and the sta- 
tus of the British mission to Iran was further downgraded. Matters 
were left in the hands of a charge d’affaires, Major Henry Willock, 
Ouseley’s aide-de-camp, while London laid the groundwork for put- 
ting relations with Iran under the jurisdiction of the governor-general 
in Bengal, a change accomplished in 1824. Subsidy arrears were paid 
at this time as a way of inducing the shah to accept an ambassador 
from the East India Company instead of London. The transition was 
rough nonetheless, and it was not until 1826 that the governor-general 
allowed his ambassador to Journey to Iran. As the border dispute be- 
tween Iran and Russia intensified, the company’s ambassador, John 
Macdonald (Kinneir), tried without success to mediate. British diplo- 
mats in Iran disagreed on whether the Russian occupation of the 
north shore of Lake Gokcha constituted an invasion, but London 
was certain that it did not. In 1826, when Iranian troops attacked 
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Russian positions in Qarabagh, Elizavetpol’, and elsewhere, Britain 
decided that this was exactly the kind of irredentist war it should not 
assist. Therefore, no subsidy was paid during the second war."! 

Whatever Fath ‘Ali’s feelings about the growth of Russian power 
on the border of his realm, he did not display great concern, not even 
after the difficulties about Lake Gokcha. His motives are not directly 
known. Court chronicles are uninformative. British diplomats, who 
had a low opinion of the shah as a leader, attributed his lack of action 
to miserliness and weakness. In any case, his options would have been 
limited because of the economic slump that followed the cholera epi- 
demic of the early 1820s and because he also had to worry about the 
defense of his other borders, in the northeast against the Turcomans 
and in the west against the Ottomans. Changes in key administrative 
positions may also have influenced the disposition of the central gov- 
ernment. Mirza Shafi‘ died in 1819 and his replacement was not force- 
ful. This enabled two other officials, Mirza ‘Abd ol-Vahhab, the chan- 
cellor, and Mirza Abu'l-Hasan, the de facto head of foreign affairs, to 
expand their already considerable influence. Both these powerful 
men wanted to avoid war with Russia. The prowar faction had lost 
its most effective spokesman when Mirza Bozorg died in 1822. After 
some delay, his son, Mirza Abu'‘l-Qasem, succeeded as ‘Abbas’s chief 
vizier, but for several years he lacked his father’s influence with either 
the prince or the shah and was involved in a fierce rivalry with the 
two dominant officials in Tehran.!? 

In any event, it was ‘Abbas, not his father, who played the key 
role in Iran’s relations with Russia. His motives were not obscure. He 
felt the defeat in the first war acutely and looked for ways to com- 
pensate for the personal humiliation. He used a minor border incident 
as an excuse for war with the Ottoman Empire (1821-1823), as a re- 
sult of which Iran gained some concessions, mostly with regards to 
the security of Iranian merchants and pilgrims traveling in the Otto- 
man Empire. The most noteworthy event of the war was the death 
(from cholera) of Mohammad ‘Ali. However, the elimination of the 
most likely rival for the throne did not mean that ‘Abbas would be 
assured of a clear succession. There was always the danger that some 
other brother might profit from any troubles that befell ‘Abbas. (This 
indeed happened briefly after “Abbas suffered repeated defeats in 
the second war and the shah displayed special favor toward his other 
sons—Mohammad Hosein, the governor of Kermanshah, and Hasan 
‘Ali, governor of Khorasan.) 

‘Abbas’s prime hope of strengthening his position was to refight 
the war with Russia with better results than the previous time. The 
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court chronicles downplayed the prince’s role in starting the second 
war, not a surprising decision since the war ended so badly for Iran. 
Ironically, the possibility of Russian aggression in the Lake Gokcha 
incident was not mentioned. Rather the chroniclers cited the machin- 
ations of refugee khans (of Baku, Shirvan, and Qarabagh) and the 
declaration of a holy war against Russia by some of the most presti- 
gious Shia leaders, who acted in response to stories of Russian offenses 
against Muslims. However, these factors were able to influence Iran’s 
decision because ‘Abbas already wanted war. He made it possible for 
the refugee khans to encourage anti-Russian activities in their former 
domains because he stationed those men in districts close to the bor- 
der for that very purpose. Similarly, the prince encouraged rumors 
of Russian outrages and hoped to obtain a declaration of holy war 
from Shia leaders as a way of pressuring his father into war and mo- 
bilizing popular support as well. Even after the reduction in British aid 
in 1815, ‘Abbas kept up his Western-style army (including Russian 
deserter units) as best he could. The task was not easy. A cholera epi- 
demic during the early 1820s took a heavy toll on his army and the 
population of Azerbaijan as a whole. The biggest problem was finan- 
cial in that he had to pay the new army’s expenses with the revenues 
of Azerbaijan alone; the subsidy was cut off and the shah refused to 
contribute. This meant that the arsenal was neglected and the troops 
were underpaid and were only called up for training sporadically. 
Despite everything, ‘Abbas was confident that his new army would 
bring him victory. He was also encouraged by the intensity of anti- 
Russian sentiment among inhabitants of the lost provinces. In con- 
versations with British officials, he was quite open about his eagerness 
for war. Then in 1826 came news of Alexander’s death the preceding 
year and the attempted coup by the Decembrists. The rumors did 
not make clear that this loosely organized group of reform-minded 
nobles had already been defeated by January 1826. This seemed to 
be the ideal time to strike at a weakened foe. At last Fath ‘Ali con- 
sented to authorize a war.'? 

The second war exhibited many of the same characteristics as the 
first. The most striking difference was that the second was much 
shorter, lasting a mere fifteen months. The Russian army suffered 
again from insufficient manpower and uneven leadership, especially 
in the early stages. The Iranian army was weakened by rivalries among 
tribes, between the traditional and Western-style armies (both ‘Abbas’s 
and some of the shah’s infantry), and between ‘Abbas and Hosein 
Qoli Khan of Yerevan. Most of the burden of financing the war fell 
on Azerbaijan, the habitants of which became increasingly resent- 
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ful of the heavy taxes. Plundering during battle still interfered with 
the Iranians’ ability to press home an early advantage and was wide- 
spread even among the Western-style army because of their inade- 
quate pay. Yet the Iranian effort was not an unmitigated disaster 
from the start. Local uprisings inflicted serious defeats on Russian 
troops even before the Iranians attacked. There was little of the wa- 
vering in choosing sides that occurred during the first war. Inhabi- 
tants of Elizavetpol’, Qarabagh, Shirvan, Shakki, Talesh, and the 
Muslim border districts of Georgia battled fiercely with the Russians, 
killing whole garrisons in several places, especially Elizavetpol’, and 
expelling the Russians elsewhere. The Iranian invasion began in July 
with attacks across a broad front from Georgia to Talesh and Baku. 
The invaders won several battles and besieged the Russian garrisons 
of Shusha and Baku. However, neither fortress was captured, and by 
September the advance was stopped, most significantly by the rout 
of ‘Abbas’s army in Elizavetpol’. There was a lull in the fighting dur- 
ing the winter. At that time, Ermolov was recalled and Paskevich given 
command. Fighting resumed in the spring. The Russian advance faced 
some serious opposition, especially in Yerevan, but ultimately Paske- 
vich and his subordinates were victorious. While ‘Abbas concentrated 
his efforts on the area around Khoi, the Russians took Nakhjavan, 
Yereyan, and ‘Abbasabad. The road to Tabriz lay open before them. 
The city’s terrified inhabitants were convinced that resistance would 
provoke drastic reprisals. The local garrison did not inspire confidence 
and in fact did not attempt a defense. A few of the city’s notables 
arranged a peaceful surrender to the Russians in mid-October. '* 
When this happened, the shah realized that the cause was lost and 
agreed to open negotiations. As in the talks that ended the first war, 
Russia dictated the terms. Russia demanded Yerevan and Nakjavan 
and set out the terms for the transfer of populations across the new 
border. Several demands had significant implications for Russian in- 
fluence in Iranian affairs. Russia recognized the shah’s designate as heir 
to the throne, as it had done in the previous treaty. This reflected Rus- 
sia’s desire to increase its influence over ‘Abbas but also meant that 
Russia would have grounds to intervene in the succession. A separate 
commercial treaty compelled Iran to allow the establishment of Rus- 
sian consulates anywhere in Iran and guaranteed extraterritorial 
privileges, a sharp contrast with the shah’s previous objection even to 
the revival of the Russian consulate at Anzali. The most obviously 
disagreeable provision from Iran’s point of view was the one by which 
the government was compelled to pay reparations to Russia for the 
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costs incurred in fighting the war and the losses suffered by Russian 
subjects. It would also have the effect of binding Iran to Russia through 
indebtedness. The sum was later set at 20 million rubles (about £3 
million), which Fath ‘Ali refused to pay for several months. A brief 
attempt by ‘Abbas to resume the war at the start of 1828 was a total 
failure and resulted in the occupation of more of Azerbaijan by Rus- 
sian troops. Further resistance was hopeless. Ambassador Macdonald 
encouraged ‘Abbas to comply with Russia’s demands by offering to 
contribute 250,000 tomans toward the reparations if ‘Abbas agreed 
to cancel the subsidy provisions of the 1814 treaty with Britain. The 
prince accepted the proposal (although he only received 200,000 to- 
mans). He and Paskevich signed the treaty at Torkmanchai, a village 
south of Tabriz, in February 1828. Most of the reparation charges 
were paid off within the year, but to accomplish this ‘Abbas had to 
empty his treasury and give up most of his valuables, in addition to 
yielding to British demands in order to obtain the additional 200,000 
tomans. Fath ‘Ali did not contribute to these payments. The out- 
standing debt gave Russia the means to ensure the cooperativeness of 
the Iranian government. The latest version of the Anglo-Iranian treaty, 
shorn of its subsidy provisions, remained in effect until the 1850s; 
the Treaty of Torkmanchai governed Russo-Iranian relations until 
the fall of the Russian monarchy.!® 

The whole generation of increased contact with European nations, 
be it through war or the nonviolent encounters resulting directly 
from war, had the odd effect of both stimulating and discouraging 
the acceptance of Western influence. ‘Abbas maintained at least a 
remnant of his European-style army until his death in 1833, and the 
Russian deserter brigade lasted several years beyond that. However, 
this kind of reform had lost its original attraction as a panacea for all 
of Iran’s problems. The same was true of other kinds of Western in- 
fluence. Beginning at the time of the Jones mission, a handful of 
young Iranians had been sent to Britain for training in a variety of 
subjects primarily related to military technology. A few people were 
also sent on diplomatic missions. Some of these men held prominent 
positions after their return as diplomats, military officers, and spokes- 
men for change (for example, as a producer of European-style fire- 
arms and a publisher of Iran’s first newspaper). But these men were 
few in number, and the obstacles they faced were many. There was 
little hope of reform by a government that showed increasing lethargy 
in the wake of demoralization and financial strain. Moreover, the 
public reaction to European influence was emphatically negative after 
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the disasters of the second war with Russia. Trends that would even- 
tually produce change were set in motion, but the results would not 
be noticeable for many years to come.'® 

The most conspicuous results of the years of struggle for the Cau- 
casus were the decline of the Qajar government and the simultaneous 
increase in foreign (that is, Russian and British) intervention in Iran- 
ian affairs. Fath ‘Ali became less and less concerned with the affairs 
of state during the remaining six years of his life. His own ineffective- 
ness and the loss to Russia stimulated a number of provincial rebellions, 
as well as a general increase in provincial disregard for the authority 
of the central government. ‘Abbas, who as a young man hoped to be- 
come a great ruler (either in the traditional Islamic sense of the strong 
warrior who is solicitous of his subjects’ well-being or in the mold of 
Peter the Great, with whose role as a reformer he was acquainted) 
found his military reputation tarnished, the task of reform far more 
difficult that expected, and his very succession to the throne imperiled. 
In the years after 1828, he sought new, less formidable targets for his 
military operations, first provincial rebels and then the Salor Turco- 
mans, who conducted frequent, devastating raids across Iran’s north- 
eastern border. He was on his way to attempting the conquest of Herat 
when he died in 1833. A very reluctant Fath ‘Ali was eventually per- 
suaded by Russia and Britain to name ‘Abbas’s eldest son, Mohammad, 
as heir to the throne. Mohammad, having been raised in Tabriz, where 
he had contact with Russian agents and their Iranian supporters, was 
generally perceived as being under Russian influence. Such influence 
at ‘Abbas’s court and in northern Iran generally increased greatly in 
the years after 1828. The popular anti-Russian feeling that was de- 
monstrated grimly in the murder of Ambassador Griboedov and mem- 
bers of his entourage in 1829 did not influence the attitude of the 
elite. Russia was important because of its guarantee of the succession, 
the reparations issue, and the strenuous activities of its diplomatic 
agents and because it had demonstrated its military superiority over 
Iran. Russia’s position was enhanced by another victory over the Otto- 
man Empire in 1829. Then there was no countervailing force to rely 
upon since Britain continued to limit the scale of its involvement in 
that quarter. The only factor that prevented Russia from exerting 
even greater influence for the next generation was its preoccupation 
with more urgent matters elsewhere: the war in the high Caucasus 
and the growing rivalry in the Ottoman Empire which culminated in 
the Crimean war. When Fath ‘Ali died in 1834, Mohammad was not 
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prepared to enforce his claim to the throne and had to face the rival 
claim of his uncle, Hosein ‘Ali, who had earlier tried to profit from 
‘Abbas’s discomfiture in the second war with Russia. The Russian and 
British ambassadors orchestrated Mohammad’s ascent to the throne, 
and the pattern of foreign manipulation of Iran’s affairs was set. 


x 


Conclusions 


In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, several different 
forces disrupted the status quo in Iran and its Caucasian marches, 
After decades of disunity and internecine warfare, a new dynasty 
overcame various local rulers to gather many fragments of the Safavi 
empire under a single centralized authority. This fit into a well-estab- 
lished cycle of empire building and dissolution. A more novel and ul- 
timately more unsettling change was the permanent involvement of 
Russia in the affairs of this region. The shifting rivalries of the Napo- 
leonic wars were also mirrored in this area, as France and Britain and, 
to a lesser degree, Russia tried to use pressure in this quarter to af- 
fect the outcome of the wars in Europe. Caught in the middle of this 
multifaceted rivalry were the inhabitants of the borderlands, who 
tried to find some balance between the ideal of maintaining their in- 
dependence and the necessity of dealing with more powerful outside 
forces. 

Russian expansion in this part of Asia, for all its momentous con- 
sequences, was more the product of accident than of a carefully con- 
sidered master plan. A series of decisions of limited scope designed 
to meet specific circumstances achieved a cumulative power that was 
greater than the sum of the parts. Tentative, not particularly success- 
ful efforts in the reign of Catherine the Great to use parts of the 
Caucasus as a base of operations against the Ottoman Empire and as 
a commercial base (also including parts of Iran’s Caspian coast) for 
increased trade with Asia were transformed into a crusade to uphold 
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Russian honor and combat Iranian barbarism. Russia’s attitude stif- 
fened precisely because its early efforts were poorly executed through 
inadequate preparation, insufficient and inaccurate knowledge of 
the region, and occasional lapses of interest in St. Petersburg. This 
produced a series of reversals that culminated in the collapse of Geor- 
gia—the very thing that Russia had promised to prevent—and the mil- 
itant insistence of Iran’s Qajar dynasty that it alone was the rightful 
sovereign of all of the eastern Caucasus. It was the challenge to the 
policies that Russia had so haphazardly pursued that stimulated Rus- 
sia to pursue them with new vigor. 

There was an attitude toward expansion that affected the overall 
climate in which these decisions were made, even though there was 
not always a direct impact. This had nothing to do with some legend- 
ary Russian drive to obtain warm-water ports or some grand design 
for the conquest of Asia. Instead, Russia, after a century of western- 
ization, developed a colonialist outlook that was consciously imita- 
tive of Western overseas expansion. Exotic alien lands made attrac- 
tive targets for colonization because it was believed that they could 
make their colonial master rich and because the colonial master could 
in return benefit the subject peoples by introducing them to civiliza- 
tion. Furthermore, all of this would prove that Russia, too, was as 
great and civilized an empire as those of western Europe. 

Attempts to challenge any aspect of Russian expansion were short- 
lived failures. This is not surprising in light of the widespread belief 
at this time throughout Europe in the advantages of having colonies. 
Moreover, as Russian involvement increased, a change to a more re- 
strained approach became unthinkable, a sign of dishonorable weak- 
ness. In this case, the threshold was passed probably in 1796, certainly 
no later than 1801. Even those who criticized certain aspects of the 
established policy differed on the issue of degree, not on fundamen- 
tal doubts about the merits of all involvement in the Iranian sphere. 
That virtually doomed the critics’ arguments to defeat since it was 
the very failure of earlier, more limited activities that had led to the 
escalation of Russian involvement. The great cost to Russia of con- 
quering and administering the Caucasian borderlands only strength- 
ened the expansionists’ contention that a more limited approach was 
unthinkable. 

The relationship between decision makers in St. Petersburg and 
officials in the field had a significant impact on the shaping and exe- 
cution of Russian policy. Given the general lack of information 
about Iran and the Caucasian borderlands, as well as the difficulties 
of maintaining close supervision over distant subordinates, officials 
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on the frontier were able to mold considerably opinion in St. Peters- 
burg. They could portray their blunders as an enemy’s wickedness 
or pass along misinformation that they themselves believed. Most 
important, they could use their position to do more or less what they 
wished, to create situations to enhance their military reputation or 
settle personal grievances and present St. Petersburg with a fait ac- 
compli. The usual reaction of the central authorities was to praise 
any such action that succeeded or that could be blamed on Asian 
treachery when it failed, thereby encouraging border officials to 
continue their methods of operation. 

Russia launched its expansionist policy just at the time when a 
reunited Iranian state began an expansionist policy of its own. The 
Qajar dynasty did not consider its own actions as at all expansionist. 
Rather, the new government believed that it was continuing the re- 
unification process it had begun with the extension of its authority 
beyond its power base along the southeast Caspian coast. The ac- 
quisition of the territory in the eastern Caucasus was especially sig- 
nificant to a government that already controlled the Iranian plateau 
because those northwestern marches had once been prosperous do- 
minions of the Safavis. Even though the Safavis had been vanquished, 
Iranians still thought of legitimizing authority gained through force 
by association with some aspect of Safavi prestige. One way to do 
that was to claim to restore Iran to its Safavi dimensions. This put 
Iran on a collision course with Russian expansion. The way Russia 
pursued its objectives intensified Iranian opposition by appearing to 
threaten Qajar sovereignty over the central provinces as well. For 
several years, neither side seemed able to win. Then the weaknesses 
of Iranian methods of organizing and fighting a war combined with 
the disruptive effects of military reform to give victory to the Rus- 
sians. When Iran attempted to recoup its losses in a second war, the 
Russian victory was even more decisive. The Iranian government was 
left defeated, humiliated, and less capable than ever to deal with the 
great challenges of a rapidly changing world. A long process of decline 
had begun, and its aftermath is with us still. 

The inhabitants of the disputed provinces viewed this imperial 
conflict with at best cautious optimism. A few rulers, such as the last 
two kings of Georgia and the khan of Ganjeh, believed that one or 
the other empire would be a valuable ally against traditional rivals. 
More often, Caucasian rulers did not welcome the encroachments of 
either empire but, since they could not alter the fact, tried instead to 
turn it to advantage by seeking the most favorable alliance possible. 
This meant the preservation of autonomy to the greatest extent per- 
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mitted and favored treatment at the expense of traditional rivals. 
What all the rulers found, even when they were initially well disposed 
toward Russia, was that Russian sovereignty was much more restric- 
tive than the traditional pattern of dominance in the region. Rulers 
who openly opposed the Russians were ousted, but even those who 
agreed to Russia’s terms lost most of their power and their territories 
were eventually annexed. Most ordinary inhabitants of the border- 
lands were less interested in the competing power plays than the de- 
sire not to be involved in any war. They were wary of the Russians 
because of a few instances of attacks on civilians and anti-Islamic 
measures, but that did not make them automatically pro-Iranian. The 
struggle to contro] this region devastated many parts of it. More than 
anything else, most Caucasians just wanted to be allowed to engage 
without disruption in the normal activities that enabled them to sur- 
vive. Some tried to solve their problem by flight. Eventually, most 
of those who remained became so disenchanted with Russian rule 
that they looked to Iran as backers of their traditional leaders to free 
them from the Russians. However, this did not occur until the second 
war, when Iran’s military weaknesses doomed it to defeat once Rus- 
sia recovered from the initial shock of being caught off guard. 

Iran, too, was caught in the midst of an imperial rivalry of sorts. 
Both France and Britain increased their involvement in Iranian affairs 
as a side effect of the Napoleonic wars in Europe. France toyed with 
using Iran as a route of march against the British possessions in India, 
something the British were determined to stop far west of the Indus. 
Both Western powers were interested in supporting the First Russo- 
Iranian War at times when one or the other was at war with Russia in 
Europe. This meant, of course, that both Western nations made alli- 
ances with Iran for reasons of their own that were quite different 
from Iran’s reasons for being at war with Russia. Therefore, both 
countries encouraged the shah to continue the war and rendered mili- 
tary assistance only so long as such actions coincided with their inter- 
ests in Europe. When France and, later, Britain made peace with Rus- 
sia, support for Iran became a burden. Iran was left relying on assis- 
tance that it would no longer receive. French influence in Iran was 
negligible for a long time after the departure of its embassy in 1809. 
The British kept up diplomatic contacts, albeit on a limited scale, 
even after the rapprochement with Russia in 1812. This enabled Bri- 
tain to have some influence over Iranian affairs even before the great 
revival of British interest in that quarter during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. 

Even though this era was the one in which the preconditions for 
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the “great game” were set, it is extremely important to note how dif- 
ferent this formative period was from the later one. It is arguable 
that there was no Russian drive toward India, notwithstanding British 
fears on one, even during the “great game.”’ It is certain that there 
was none during the formative period. Paul’s attempt to conquer In- 
dia was a temporary aberration motivated not by an ongoing obses- 
sion with India but by a specific crisis in Europe—the British threat 
to Russia in the Baltic. The undertaking was, in any case, very un- 
popular with the Russian elite and hastened the coup in which Paul 
was killed. Apart from that incident, Russian policy makers, includ- 
ing Paul, were interested in using parts of Iran and its borderlands to 
imitate the operations of the East India Company in the Subconti- 
nent, not in trying to conquer those holdings via Iran or any other 
route. Most British officials during this era did not partake of the 
“great game’’ mentality either. Some, especially those in the compa- 
ny’s service in India, were quick to see threats from many quarters, 
including Russia. However, this view did not hold sway in the highest 
councils. Britain sent embassies to Iran during this era because it was 
afraid of the French threat. When the French threat had passed and 
Russia broke with France, Britain relegated its involvement in Iranian 
affairs to a secondary plane, where it remained for roughly half a 
century. Only one element of the ‘“‘great game’’ was obvious as early 
as 1828—the decreased ability of the Iranian government to govern 
the nation. 
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